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Chapter One 


S oon after the sun frighteningly untangled its body from the 

sky, the authority of darkness prepared to descend on the 
corner of Sabine and Beauregard. It was the night of Annette’s twen- 
tieth birthday party, and she invited every devil she knew to her 
father’s household. She had even summoned to the celebration the 
Bourbon Street Jester; whose mind was terribly bruised. 

The man appeared on the Doucette family’s front-porch just hours 
after spending his morning unfastening the guts of twelve-year-old 
twins, Edra and Evette, before hurling their severed remains into the 
Mississippi River. Annette’s mother, Aldora, always teased her baby 
about preferring her company to be as seasoned as her food. As long as 
they praised her, Netty collected low-down people like stray dogs. 


+ 


“Oh, yes indeed, Lawd! This ole raggedy thang can perform!” Annette 
swung her hips around the living room to the enchanting voices of The 
Delfonics. 

“Ya really like it, Netty?” Nanny Mo, the neighborhood Record 
Man, asked with a wide rotten toothed smile. Annette’s honey-colored 
eyes glazed towards the ceiling as his question marinated in her spirit. 
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Nanny Mo had given his word that he’d find Annette a new record 
player before her birthday party that night. 

But the machine Nanny Mo brought her was very old, wooden, 
painted black as soot, and noticeably burned all over, due to the many 
attempts to destroy it. 

“Do I like it!?” Annette blurted out as if his question was idiotic. 

Each second the needle on the Record Player dragged over the 
vinyl, Annette heard some beautiful complexion of French horns, bass 
guitars, drums, saxophones, or keyboards that laid on top of her ear 
like a warm blanket in the wintertime. The Record Player truly had an 
otherworldly sound. It was like nothing Annette had ever heard before 
or would, sadly, ever hear again. 

“Mo’ I can’t even lie—this thang is out of sight! It sounds so good! 
But why it look like it’s ‘bout to fall clean apart?” She shook her head 
and peeled a piece of ash off the blackened chipped wood. 

“Oh yeah, baby, it don’t sound like what it’s been through! It ain’t 
gon’ fall apart on ya! Trust and believe.” Nanny Mo laughed. 

“Mmmph, yeah, it bet not!” Annette hummed hard and smiled 
sweetly. 

“But look, ima tell you like this hea, Mo, LET this Record Player 
act up when you leave this house! I dare it. I works too hard for my 
money, and I ain’t tryin’ to buy no foolishness ya hear me?” Annette cut 
her eyes at him and pointed her light pink long fingernail in his face. 

Nanny Mo swallowed hard and nodded his head. 

“I’m serious. Money too scace these days! Just let it skip one too 
many times Mo, and it’s gon’ be me and you. Soon as you get up the 
road good, I’m gon’ run round dat corna’ with my bat and bust ya right 
on top of ya head. I swear to Gawd,” Annette threatened. 

“Girl you know you is a nut!” Nanny Mo shouted and bent his small 
body over in laughter. Every single hole in his dirty brown shirt bent 
right along with him, too. 

“Call it what’cha want!” she snapped. 

“Tell me Netty, what I got’s to lie for? I been grooving to this thang 
since Sunday, and it ain’t miss a beat one time. It work! I ain’t gon’ 
cheat’cha baby.” Nanny Mo shook his head at her endearingly. 

“Hmmmph.” Annette hummed and twisted her lips in disbelief. 

“Well...” She sighed and rolled her eyes at him. 
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“Tf it really work, I guess I got to thank ya Mo. I’m happy you came 
through for me cause them suckas coming tonight gon’ need to hear 
dat funk, or they gon’ be draggin’ for me till the cows come home, and 
you know it!” 

“Here ya go,” she murmured softly, then carefully dug deep inside 
her robe and pulled a crisp, folded $10 bill from her bra. 

Nanny Mo snatched the money out of her hand quickly. 

“Aw yeah! You welcome, my baby. I’m sho is glad I can make ya day. 
You ain’t gon’ believe me when I say, but I found this thang layin’ 
round uptown in the gawbage. Then, somethin’ tol’ me to go get it and 
put it in my caw. And I sho'll did, I went got it.” Nanny Mo smiled and 
twirled the money around in his sweaty hands. 

Dat sound like a lie, Annette thought, raising her eyebrow at the 
shakiness in Nanny Mo’s tone. 

“Oh and befo’ I go, how bout’ you go in dat kitchen and tell 
Josephine to fix me a plate right quick? Dat would just make my lil 
night. It sho’ll would.” Nanny Mo said this with a hesitant smile, his 
stomach grumbling from a disco line of mouth-watering smells coming 
from the timeworn kitchen. 

Annette’s oldest sister, Josephine, had put a whooping on the pots 
and pans and singlehandedly prepared a small feast for the party that 
night. Mo was dying to get a plate. 

“Uh, you best sashay ya’ own ass in the kitchen and ask Josephine yo 
self. I don’t work for you, and the last time I checked, I ain’t cho 
woman,” Annette replied, as soon as the request left Mo’s bone-dry 
lips. 

“Oh okay, Netty,” Nanny Mo responded with a tremor in his throat. 

Annette then turned on her heels to walk back towards her 
bedroom so she could finish getting ready for her soirée. 

Unbeknownst to Annette, it took Nanny Mo three long days to 
steal the Record Player he had sold to her for ten bucks that night. He 
had read about the “indestructible” machine in The Times Picayune 
and how it had miraculously survived a gruesome fire at the prominent 
Arceneaux family mansion on St. Charles Avenue. 

According to the paper, the fire rose in the midst of a nine-year- 
old’s birthday party, and somehow the Record Player was the only 
thing that survived the tragic accident. 


Everything else—including the birthday boy and around fifty guests 
were reduced to charred teeth and ashes on the third floor of the 
Mansion, or what was left of it, really. The mayor declared their deaths 
an everlasting tragedy. 

Nanny Mo was sorry to hear about their deaths, but he evidently 
wasn’t overly disturbed by the Arceneaux’s grave misfortunes, given that 
he decided to steal from them. 

“Where y’at Josephine!? How ya mama’nem?” yelled Nanny Mo 
loudly as he walked towards the kitchen after watching Annette strut 
to her bedroom. 

With all the trouble he had gone through to track down the Arce- 
neaux’s Record Player for Annette, Mo was determined to get a plate 
of Josephine’s food even if he had to beg her for it. 

“They good Mo. What you lookin’ fo? Somethin’ to eat?” Josephine 
asked right away. 

“Yeah, baby. Throw me some some of dem, uh, poke chaps, rice and 
corn, and a lil’ bit of dat pie on a plate. Gimmie some gumbo too. 
Then I’m gon’ be on my way ‘fore the festivities get goin’.” 

“Oh? You ain’t staying for Netty party?” 

“Oh no indeed Lawd! I got to get back to work.” 

Work? who gave yo thievin’ ass some work? Josephine thought and 
screwed her face up in disbelief at his excuse. 

She then realized that Nanny Mo wasn’t telling her a story. He was 
working, but on crook’s time. He still had to sell the rest of the trea- 
sures he had stolen from the Arceneauxs’ next of kin—before the law 
tracked him down, of course. 

Every time something turned up missing in New Orleans, Nanny 
Mo was paid a visit. Mo was a professional thief, and he couldn’t stop 
in one area for too long until he got rid of all the items in his crook’s 
collection. That’s why staying for the party that night was absolutely 
out of the question. 

“Oh, awright, Mo.” Josephine muttered and shook her head at the 
dealings her sister insisted on having with the neighborhood thieves, 
junkies, and streetwalkers. 

Josephine faced the stove and quickly scooped two handfuls of 
corn onto a hard, white plate so she could get Nanny Mo out of her 
parents’ home. When she turned back around to hand him the piled 
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plate of food, her eyes focused on something on the adjacent wall that 
made her skin crawl. 

“AHHHHHHHHH!” Josephine screeched. There against the wall, 
the shadow of a man seemed to rise ominously from the Record Player 
that Nanny Mo had just sold to Annette moments ago. 

“Jo you awright? The hell wrong wit’chu?” Nanny Mo’ yelled with 
concern, scrambling to grab the falling plate of food in mid-air. 

He caught it. Josephine ignored the sound of his worried voice as 
her skull began to throb. She closed her eyes, but images of the 
nameless, faceless presence commandeered her mind. Then, the 
images of the shadow man faded, and her vision dimmed to 
darkness. 

She backed into the kitchen counter, grabbed a nearby rag, and 
brought it to her tear-swollen eyes. 

“Shoot!” She yelled in pain, struggling to focus her sight. Her 
eyelids felt sore and heavy as if someone had punched her with rocks. 

She ran her hands across the faucet and quickly wet the towel with 
cold water. She brought it to her face, and the icy water seeped into 
her eyelids like medicine. The haze of darkness slowly retreated like 
sand in a storm. 

When the pain was all gone, Josephine lifted her eyelids. She reluc- 
tantly looked towards the charred music machine again but saw 
nothing except the Record Players’ own shadow on the wall. 

There were no ghosts. 

She moaned an uneasy sigh and glanced back at Nanny Mo, who 
was Staring at her as if she had lost the last pieces of her mind. 

“Oh, I’m sorry, Mo. I ain’t mean to scare you,” Josephine 
apologized. 

“T thought I saw somethin’ over there ... but I think I’m seein’ 
thangs.” She exhaled heavily. 

“Aw Lawd, gal you must be. Shoot, I know I be seeing stuff some- 
times too, specially when I smoke dat shit.” Nanny Mo laughed and 
anxiously devoured his disheveled plate of food without another word. 

Josephine turned her back to Nanny Mo and stepped over to the 
sink, her heart still pounding inside her chest. She squeezed her lips 
together and pressed hard, as she always did when she felt uneasy. 

Acool air circulated at the nape of her neck. 


The sensation made her feel naked. She grabbed a knife from the 
kitchen sink and placed it on the countertop. 

“Somethin’ ain’t right,” Josephine whispered to herself. 

Her gut was insisting that a dire thing was going to happen at 
Annette’s party that night. 

If she had known that Nanny Mo gifted Annette stolen property of 
the most murderous witch that had ever been born in the city of New 
Orleans, she would have run for her life right then and there. But it 
was too late to run. 

He had led the darkness right to them. 


Chapter Two 
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WW ho in the hell is up in here all dat time? I gots to use the 
bath-troom, man!” Speed-bump, the Doucette’s next- 
door neighbor, was shouting at the Doucette’s lone bathroom door. “Uh 
uh, go head na’ Bump! Don’t come over here with allat. You 
see us up in here, cheeky bastard. Just wait!” 

“Shit, Josephine I gots to piss! Hogging up the turlet like yall got 
fourteen of em’ in this lil ass shack!” 

“Well go home and use it then Bump!” Josephine yelled back in irri- 
tation and continued to tussle with S. Bonds’ long, tailbone length 
braid. 

S. Bonds was Josephine and Annette’s youngest sister, and though 
she was eighteen, she was still everyone’s baby girl. 

You do need to Hurry up Jo, S. Bonds thought. Her sister always took so 
long to braid her hair. 

“Tm done,” Josephine said aloud. Her soul was so entwined with S. 
Bonds’ energy, she always knew what her sister felt without her having 
to utter a single word. 

“Here, put this on so you don’t look so young.” Josephine passed a 
shade of peanut brown lipstick into S. Bonds’ palm and positioned her in 
front of the rusted oval-shaped mirror hanging above the bathroom sink. 


S. Bonds twisted the top and slowly pressed the damp, mushy 
texture onto her wet lips. 

Her hand shook. It was her first time wearing lipstick. Josephine 
chuckled at her sister’s discomfort but encouraged her to keep going. 

“Much better, my baby, you so lovely!” Josephine complimented. 

S. Bonds smiled shyly and swung her perfect braid over her breast so 
she could nervously stroke the ends of her hair. 

She stared at her own reflection as if she was someone she did not 
recognize. 

S. Bonds was the tallest of she and her two sisters. She inherited 
her mother’s almond-colored eyes, tightly coiled dark hair, and 
profound cupid’s bow, which sharply curved the top of her upper lip. 

But S. Bonds hated her features because she favored neither of her 
older sisters, Josephine and Annette. This was an odd way for S. Bonds 
to feel, since none of the sisters favored one another. 

Yet S. Bonds was the only sister that was uncomfortable with being 
the sole owner of her own look. She would have much rather possessed 
a beauty that shadowed Josephine’s or Annette’s, or a honeyed mixture 
of both. 

“Awrite my sweetie, let’s go out’chea and enjoy ourselves,” 
Josephine proclaimed as she turned the golden handle on the bath- 
room door. 

S. Bonds gasped the moment the door swung open. The hallway 
was filled with people. 

Wow! She thought. Ain’ this somethin’! Everybody ‘om the city is in 
here. There go Viola. There’s dat good-looking Perry La Farley! I bet Floyd and 
them crazy Herbert twins is in here too. She gleamed with excitement. 

Annette’s party had only been in full swing for around forty 
minutes, but their shotgun-shack had already filled to a dangerous 
capacity. 

The house was so full that it took Josephine and S. Bonds twenty 
minutes of hugging and greeting to make their way through the long 
hallway that led to the epicenter of the celebration, the Front room. 

The walls in the Front room were covered in wood paneling. There 
were at least a dozen pictures of the Doucette ancestry on one single 
wall positioned in a variety of colorful frames. The Doucettes also had 
the same wooden three-piece, floral furniture set that many negro 
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families had a variation of at the time, but after the Brotha’s started 
moovin’ and groovin’ they moved all that poor man’s furniture out of 
the way so they could dance a hole in the middle of the Front-room 
floor. 

“Sit here, S.B. ’m ‘bout to go put the rest of the food out for the 
family so they can eat first. I know you ain’t gon’ eat yo plate in front 
of everybody, so I’m gon’ fix you somethin’ and put it in the icebox so 
you can eat it when everybody leaves.” Josephine then gestured to S. 
Bonds to have a seat in their daddy’s raggedy after-work chair. 

“Okay, Jo,” S. Bonds responded softly. 

S. Bonds watched Josephine walk away from her and waited to 
move until her sister disappeared in the crowd. 

She stood from her father’s mushed chair and hastily walked 
towards the pile of vinyl’s that Annette had stacked behind the Record 
Player earlier in the night. 

She found the stack unfettered. With childlike excitement, S. 
Bonds swiped her hands through the albums in search of her favorite 
songs. She grabbed five records, pressed them close to her chest, and 
warily entered the crowd again so she could search for Annette. 


ny 


Josephine hurried to the kitchen to find a nation of hungry people 
waiting for her to serve them, including her one-year-old son, Claude 
Jr. 

“See yall sickenin’, now who don’ woke my baby up and took him 
out the bed? Got him crawlin’ on this dirty ass flo!” she yelled aloud 
and smacked her plentiful dark brown lips as she watched her baby 
crawl towards her across the kitchen floor. 

Josephine pulled at the hem of her dress and carefully bent at the 
knees so she could lift Baby Claude without showing her behind to a 
few gawking men nearby. 

Josephine was as pretty as a picture, and that night she had on a 
purple dress that showed every curve she had been blessed with. The 
dress by itself drew eyes to her like flies on sweet fruit, and every man 
that wasn’t her kin was just waiting like a vulture to sneak a peek at her 
womanhood. 


This being said, the staring only went so far. There wasn’t a man in 
the house who would dare express their hot-blooded thoughts to 
Josephine while her husband was anywhere in the State of Louisiana. 

Her husband’s name was Claude Walker the Second, or Big Claude 
for short. 

Big Claude was a tower of a man from the east side of the Missis- 
sippi River, the 7th ward to be exact, and there weren’t many people in 
the city who could handle his kind of trouble. He fought like a trained 
boxer and had a temper that had always kept him in trouble. Of 
course, this was all before he had met his Josephine. 

“My goodness, you is stank Lil Claude,” Josephine said when she 
picked her son up from the floor. His diaper was loaded. Josephine 
gently placed the baby on her hip and attacked his plump dark brown 
cheeks with moist kisses. 

Claude Jr. the Third looked just like Josephine. He had her wide 
face, thick hair, and flawlessly smooth cocoa-colored skin. She couldn’t 
have made a more exquisite copy of herself. 

Josephine removed her lips from Baby Claude’s silky smooth skin 
and looked up just as she bumped into her favorite cousin in the entire 
world, Cecile. 

“Hey, Jo! I see Annette don’ told all our people ‘bout this party. I 
mean, she got people in here dat ain’t even speaking to each other. I’m 
gon’ get on dat gal after all this,” Cecil said jokingly. She gave Josephine 
a tight hug. 

“Hey, Ceedy! How you? And oh no, leave her be—she just wants to 
be celebrated, po’thing!” Josephine teased. 

“And good Lawd, ain’t nobody gon’ be able to make groceries for a 
week with all this food you made Jo. Let me get some of them red 
beans, fish, and cornbread,” Cecil asked. 

Josephine nodded her head and turned to the pots and pans that 
lined the countertops. She had spent hours cooking the food for 
Annette’s party, preparing an incredible seven pounds of red beans and 
rice, hot sausage sandwiches, fried chicken and fish, gumbo, baked 
macaroni and cheese, blood sausages over white rice with seasonings, 
turkey necks, mustard greens, pork chops, pralines, and pecan candy. 
And since Big Claude worked on a fishing boat, he had “borrowed” a 
couple pounds of shrimp and crawfish to boil on the back porch. 
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“Come and grab some plates from the cabinet, Ceedy. Just make ’ya 
food. You know lil Claude gon’ act a fool if I put him down, and I gotta 
go change him anyway.” Josephine laughed at Claude’s spoiled-ness and 
shared another loving gaze with him. 

If the world had been giving out awards for best mothers among 
young women her age, Josephine would have taken first prize. 

But her love for Baby Claude was so strong, it was also blinding. 
Josephine was so distracted with Baby Claude that she never noticed 
the pair of yellow eyes that were quite clearly tracing her every step 
around the kitchen. 

Those snake-like tiny yellow eyes belonged to Leroy Jackson, The 
Bourbon Street Jester. Only eighteen hours had elapsed since he 
murdered twin girls Edra and Evette, and now he was ready to kill 
again. 

“Well? What you fixin’ to do, Leroy? Dat sistah Josephine gon’ give 
you all the trouble you can handle if you try to carry her outta here. 
Plus, she for sure gon’ take a lot of time to train, time you ain’t got!” 
The speaker was another predator named Franklin, whose query inter- 
rupted Leroy’s incessant staring at Josephine. 

He is some stupid. Claude gon’ ki# him if he take Josephine! Franklin 
thought. 

“IT don’t know howI’m gon’ do this. But she ain’t ‘bout to get away 
from me this time. I ain’t training her neither. I’m just gon’ bring her 
to my shed and make her do one of my special magic tricks. Next 
thang she knows, she gon’ be waking up in Heaven askin’ the Lawd 
who done it and why.” Leroy grinned and glanced up at the ceiling to 
depict his intent. 

“What about Big Claude? He right out back, berlin’ the seafood!” 

“Yeah, but I’m quick. He ain’t gon’ realize what happened till ’'m 
long gone, unless you tell ’em, Frank,” Leroy said, shooting his eyes at 
his longtime friend. Leroy was growing suspicious of all the questions. 

“You see, I been planning this day hea for a while na’. Far as 
anybody knows, I been boasting dat biscuit head Netty up for years. So 
she thank I came here tonight to see her like all the other fools in 
here. And look where it got me: I was personally invited to her house. 
So, I thank I’m right where I’m s’posed to be, if you can’t tell, 
FRANK.” 


“Yeah, if you say so!” Frank replied sarcastically. 

Although Leroy’s desire for Josephine seemed random, his obses- 
sion with her was almost as old as she was. He first saw her when she 
was only twelve years old. She had been walking hand in hand with her 
father while Leroy was performing at a Negro Mardi Gras parade in 
1954. Ever since that day, Leroy’s sweet dreams of his body bathing in 
Josephine’s warm gore never left his mind over the years. 

“Y’all, ’m ‘bout to run out to the car and get Baby Claude diaper 
bag. He don’ messed on himself and I ain’t goin’ back through the 
hallway to tell Big Claude to go get it for me,” Josephine announced. 

“Awright, Jo, you want me to take the baby?” Cousin Doris asked. 

“No. I got him—he gon’ cry if you take em’. And he too stanky 
anyway. I think Big Claude don’ fed my baby somethin’ bad. I should 
have just kept my son with me last night. I can’t ever take a day off 
without dat man needing me, Y’all.” Josephine laughed before quickly 
shuffling towards the front door and walking outside. 

The Bourbon Street Jester watched Josephine walk out the door 
with her son on her hip and waited a few seconds. He turned his head 
and bit his cheek to hide his creeping smile. He then leaned up from 
the kitchen wall, passed the living room, and slithered towards the 
front door. Leroy turned his back to the crowd and slyly untucked a 
blood-stained hunting knife from the inside of his oversized brown 
corduroy vest. 

Looking behind his back to ensure no one was paying him any 
mind, Leroy placed his veiny hand on the door handle and twisted it 
lightly. He slid through the door more quickly and quietly than a 
looting fox. 


Chapter Three 
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N etty, can you play ‘Rather Be with You’ next?” S.bonds 
asked her sister while holding a record from The Dells. 

Annette snatched the album from S.Bonds’ hands and quickly 
looked at the cover. 

The De!s. She read the title with a scrunched face. 

"S.Bonds, if you don't get-cho miserable self away from me! I 
AIN’T PLAYIN DAT. What you want—everybody to go to sleep?!” 
She shouted and threw the record back into S.Bonds’ hands. 

“Aw, please, Netty, I really want to hear it,” S.Bonds pleaded, in a 
tone just above a whisper. 

“Awrite, Awrite! I’m gon’ play it later when everybody get ready to 
leave. Just go somewhere and sat down. You is just too disgusting S.B., 
Lawd!” Annette retrieved the record from S.Bonds’ hands and rolled 
her eyes far back into her skull. 

"Thank y—," S.Bonds began to say before Annette’s friend 
Maureen appeared out of nowhere and thrust herself between the 
sisters. 

“HAPPY BIRTHDAY, NETTY!” Maureen released a breathy 
scream. She wrapped her soft drooping arms around Annette then 
stepped back so she could get a closer look at her friend. 


“Goooooood Lawd, Netty! You just as fine as they say!” Maureen 
hollered loudly. 

Ain't I? Annette thought. She twirled her body in a full circle and 
parked her hip in a seductive stance to show Maureen what she was 
working with. 

Although Maureen was dedicated to causing a scene wherever she 
went, it was undeniable that Annette had a beauty that came with its 
own reputation. 

Annette’s skin was the shade of melting caramel, a creamy light 
brown, with a fiery red beneath its surface. She also had the most striking 
golden-brown eyes and a ginger red afro that hugged her delicate face. 

“Is dem diamonds real? Who bought all this for you, Netty? I bet it 
was one of them fine-ass Johnson Brothers!” Maureen spoke loudly 
enough for a few women nearby to overhear. 

Maureen’s trouble-making tactics were a hit, as over half a dozen 
other women instantly moved closer to the juicy conversation like a 
flock of birds. 

Annette laughed at the women as they smothered her with compli- 
ments and questions about her personal life. She watched their eager 
eyes as they waited for her to confirm or deny the hearsay. More than 
anything, they just wanted her to speak to them. 

“Ain’t y'all just as nosey and silly!” Annette finally blurted out and 
shook her head at the women as if she was speaking to a group of 
precious school children. 

“Well, since y’all want to know... Robert Bartholomew bought me 
this ...” She pointed to her pinky finger, where a clouded ring encircled 
her skin that was cluttered with bite-sized, poorly cut diamonds. 
Annette went through every piece of clothing she had on, revealing 
which lucky man had bought each piece of her birthday outfit. The 
women feasted on the information like it was a thanksgiving meal. 

“Hey ... hey, Maureen.” S.Bonds stuttered as she caught Maureen’s 
right eye wander in her direction. 

“What’s yo name again?” Maureen asked in a fast but dry tone. 

“Um ... I’m ... ’m S.Bonds, Annette’s my ... my sistah...” 

“Oh wait, ain’t you the one they say is touched? You be catchin’ 
dem seizures, huh?” Maureen widened her eyes, sending her eyebrows 
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far in the air. She pretended to whisper, but intentionally spoke very 
loudly. 

“Huh?” S.Bonds gasped breathlessly. 

Her eyes shot from left to right hoping that no one around them 
had heard what Maureen said. 

“No ... dat’s not me... no...I’m not...” Her voice trailed off the 
moment she tried to offer Maureen a better defense for herself and her 
disability. 

S.Bonds’ eyes fell towards the floor as she felt the ache of shame 
mounting in her chest. She didn’t want anyone besides her family 
members to know that she suffered from epilepsy, and many years ago 
she had made her sisters swear to not tell people. 

I shoulda’ just stayed in the back. I can't believe Netty told her! Why would 
she do dat to me?! S.Bonds thought. 

"Nevermind, Netty, you ain’t got to play the record. I'm goin' to 
bed.” S.Bonds spoke in Annette’s direction while her sister talked a 
hole in her friends’ heads. But Annette didn’t even look in S.Bonds’ 
direction. 

S.Bonds waited a moment for Annette to acknowledge her. Tears 
gathered on the waterline of her eyes, and she kept her head lowered 
just in case they chanced to fall. She swiped a hand across her eyes to 
hide her sadness and turned her back to walk away. But before she 
could take a step, a deep, raspy voice stopped her dead in her tracks. 

“Ain’t you S. Bonds? Annette lil sistah’?” S.Bonds looked up to see a 
well-built man standing in front of her. He was at least six feet, five 
inches tall and had a thick frame covered in soft muscle. 

Her eyes scanned the man’s handsome face in confusion. 

“Um, yes. Annette’s, yes ... she my sistah,” S.Bonds blurted out in a 
disconnected response. She quickly took the sleeve of her dress and 
roughly dragged it across her face in an attempt to hide any evidence 
of her tears. 

With no sign of emotion, the man looked S.Bonds in the eye and 
squinted a little, as if it was impossible for her to invoke either a smile 
or frown from him...as if there was no difference between gazing at her 
and watching a plain white wall in an attempt to discover something 
intriguing about it. 


Seconds passed, and she caught the aura of what she decided was his 
disinterest. 

I know he thank I’m some ugly, S.Bonds thought to herself and glanced 
towards the floor in shame and discomfort. 

"So, yo name is S., huh? What dat supodda stand fa’? Netty ain't 
never toll me.” The man spoke boldly and gave her a perfectly aligned, 
bright, toothy smile. 

“Um... well, my name... um... it’s ... it’s not S. It’s, uh...” She tried 
to answer him, but failed. 

With a parted mouth and heavy breathing, S.Bonds looked up into 
the man’s face, then roamed her eyes down over his entire frame. 

She was in awe of him. 

He almost seemed unreal, and it didn’t help that the slow rise and 
fall of his thick, hairy, exposed chest reminded her of a majestic 
animal. A lion for sure. 

The man watched S.Bonds endure her second bout of distress and 
laughed to himself. He dragged his thick tongue across his teeth with 
pride, then placed his bear-paw-like hands into his tight polyester 
pockets. He cocked his head at an angle and stared back at S.Bonds 
with the same smile he might give a homeless child. 

Most men would have thought it odd that S.Bonds wasn’t speaking. 
But this man was willing to wait for her to answer his question. After 
all, he was accustomed to women unraveling at the seams when 
meeting him. Women had been hitting the hot ground for him since 
he was old enough to figure out that he was the most handsome man 
that many people had ever seen, so he'd grown contented with allowing 
women the time to gather themselves in his presence. 

“Well, seeing as I don’t know you. Just tell me yo’ name first,” 
S.Bonds finally said in a soft but steady tone, while diverting her eyes off 
to the side of the man. 

“A.Veal,” he answered her with a long grin. 

"Oh Lawd," S.Bonds said as they both laughed at his joke. 

"Alright na, S.Bonds, I'll be straight witcha’. The city calls me Big 
Chief Armand." 

“You a Big Chief? You be in the parades and the second-lines too?” 
She asked eagerly. 

“Absolutely,” he answered with a strong nod. 
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“Oh, Awrite. Well, I guess it's nice to meet you, Mister...Big 
Chief...Armand.” 

Armand! Armand! Armand! 

Sedora chanted his name loudly three times in her head, kidnap- 
ping it as a prisoner of her shipwrecked mind. She shut her eyes again 
and made sure to trap this small part of him inside of her head so that 
the name could bounce off the mountains of her imagination whenever 
she would need to witness his magnificence again. 

Suddenly, inside the grooves of her mind, she saw a vision of her 
own swift legs running in a park full of southern wild oak trees and flat 
winding roads. She spun in circles, and even felt a sudden wind swirling 
around her cheeks. 

ARMAND! Sedora’s inner self stopped spinning, but the roar of his 
name echoed again and again in her brain until little pieces of the man 
buried themselves in the skin of her soul like seeds. 

That last inner shout made S. Bond’s body heat up. A damp spot 
formed in the small of her back beneath her thin pink dress. 

Her connection to him was explosive. 

“Armand,” she whispered aloud and gathered herself to continue 
speaking. By the time she continued talking, Armand wondered if 
something really was wrong with S.Bonds like everyone had said. 

“Sorry” She shook her head lightly to shoo away her brains request 
to stroll away from reality. 

“And um, the S. it stands for Sedora ... dat’s my first name," she 
shyly revealed. 

“Right on, Miss Sedora. Sedora ... Bonds ... Doucette. It's a beau- 
tiful name you got there, gal. I really can’t believe dat I know every 
sistah in this city, but I ain’t never ran by you before. I have heard 
about’ cha, tho.” 

S.Bonds nervously diverted her eyes at the mention of her low-spir- 
ited popularity. She lived so much of her life in seclusion that she didn’t 
have a single friend. This was why Armand had never met her before 
Annette’s party. 

Armand shook his head at S.Bonds and looked deeply into her face 
as if he knew something about her that she herself didn’t know. Or 
maybe he stared at her because he had discovered something he didn’t 
expect on that plain white wall of hers. 
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His mother had always told him that a closer look does wonders 
sometimes. 

"Monsieur Armand!" A woman’s sultry voice entered their ears. 
The voice cut their connection like a sword, and both of their eyes 
fixed on a woman standing at the front- door with her arms folded so 
tightly that even a string could not have passed between them. 

The woman started walking briskly towards Armand. S.Bonds swal- 
lowed hard and instinctively backed away from him in a hurry. 

“Oh no baby, don’t back up na’. I saw you settin’ them big ass eyes 
on him from way ova there. Do he look unkept to you?!" the woman 
demanded and looked down on Sedora with disgust. 

She didn't wait for an answer before grabbing Armand’s arm and 
attempting to pull him away from Sedora. 

“Honn-knee, can you be cool? We was just talking. You makin’ me 
shame carryin’ on and allat!” Armand pulled his arm out of the 
woman's small hand and looked Sedora in her shiny eyes. 

“Let me get on away from you befo’ she cut up dawlin’... I reckon 
Ill see you round though,” Armand said to S.Bonds before the woman 
gripped his arm again. 

This time he allowed himself to be led away. 

Once Armand returned to the woman, she wrapped her small arms 
around his waist and gently stroked his torso until Sedora no longer 
existed to him. 

He did not look her way again. 

S.Bonds felt deeply conflicted by the interaction between herself, 
Armand, and his woman. 

She way prettier than me, S.Bonds thought. 

She feared that Armand might agree. S.Bonds could tell from the 
way Armand looked at his woman that it was as if he was secretly 
recording images of the woman in his head—just in case he might not 
ever witness beauty like hers again. 

S.Bonds’ fear was true. 

Armand’s eyes met the woman’s wheat-colored face with grati- 
tude so remorseless it was criminal. Though many men were reluc- 
tant to appear love-struck in front of other guys, Armand was a 
different kind of man with his woman. He made it clearer than a sky- 
blue day that she was his and he was hers. It was as if he had 
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vowed to answer to no one in regard to why, when, and how he chose 
to embrace her. 

S.Bonds continued to observe the two across the room, until 
another strange daydream brewed in front of all seven of her senses. 

Rapidly her mind pondered how the two of them had discovered 
each other until she plucked a fairytale story from her head and threw 
the beautiful man and woman in as characters. The story started at 
their very beginning—from the day the woman had first been 
conceived. 

To build the woman from conception, S.bonds first imagined the 
implantation of the lady’s dark emerald green eyes. S.Bonds saw a 

massive garden with plants that grew only eyes of every shade and hue. 
The flowers sat in neat beds underneath a bright sun, with large 
blinking eyes in the center of each flower. In S.Bonds’ daydream the 
woman’s mother ran through the field of blinking eyes, having her pick 
at the color she’d like to use to glance into her daughters soul for the 
rest of her life. 

S.Bonds only saw unsullied harmony, instead of seeing the truth— 
that the beautiful woman with green eyes had been forced into her 
mother's womb by rape—and her eyes were the color of her father. 

Next her imagination wandered to a planet, somewhere in the 
coldest and darkest quarter of space, that grew the strongest and 
deepest shade of black hair Sedora had ever seen. The planet was no 
safe haven for strands, but was a gift to black women as the harsh 
conditions made the hair resilient and warrior-like. Once impenetra- ble, 
S.Bonds imagined the hair was graciously gifted to the woman’s head 
when it was time for her to be born. 

The fairytale raced on and onward to the very day that led the 
woman to Armand's warm lap. Suddenly, an urgent question emerged at 
the tip of S.Bonds tongue, stopping all of her mental traffic and 
sending her flying across the room to Annette, who was dancing with 
friends in the middle of the living room. 

S.Bonds frantically pulled Annette away from them. 

“Yeah?” Annette blurted, puzzled by S.Bonds’ behavior. 

“Netty, com’ere. You see that man over there? Um ... so, is he, uh... 
with the woman sittin’ by him?” S.Bonds discreetly pointed at Armand. 

“Gal, I know you ain't talkin’ bout Madina and Armand. They sho’ 
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ain’t cousins, S.Bonds,” Annette said sarcastically. 

“Oh,” Sedora murmured in disappointment. 

Hmm, Madina. Dat’s her name. Shoot, they look so good together, S.Bonds 
thought. 

There it was. The same blaze of envy that dug a hole in the middle 
of every chest that ever laid eyes on something so rare but that they 
just could not have. And as the seconds accumulated, it became painful 
for S.Bonds to watch Armand and his woman together. Something in 
S.Bonds craved him, and she wished that she could be the woman of 
his dreams too. 

Just that fast, Armand found a home in Sedora’s mind. 

She’d torn a morsel from the small amount of peace that she often 
struggled to maintain inside of herself and had given it to him to try, 
without him ever asking to taste any part of her at all. 


ob 


It was around four-thirty in the morning when the bulk of the party 
guests started saying their goodbyes. 

Josephine’s husband, Big Claude, and his good friend Manky under- 
took the job of cleaning the Doucette’s back porch of crawfish shells, 
bottles, and other items. 

Cousin Doris started straightening up the bathroom, and Cousin 
Cecile took a rag to the kitchen. 

But Sedora didn’t aid in the cleanup. She just sat on the couch, 
snuggled between her neighbors and Annette, in perfect view of the 
living room, the front door, and Armand. 

Since it was late, there were only mellow records playing on the 
record player. The crowd had settled in a large circle, and everyone in 
the house gathered around to listen to Armand and many others tell 
stories. 

S.Bonds beamed with every word that left Armand's lips when he 
spoke. He was the obvious Alpha male of the room, and although he 
was well aware of his dominance, he didn’t try to crush people with it. 
He was kind and treated people with respect. 

"Yeah. Cause some of my people Cherokee. My great grandpaw was 
a full blooded Indian—he used to take me in the woods and we'd go 
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hunting all the time before he passed. Me and my daddy would go too, 
but I don't really member him that much ‘cause he ran off with some 
white woman from Mississippi when I was a lil boy, can y’all believe dat 
shit?” 

“He broke ya maw heart, huh?” someone asked. 

“Let her tell it, she ain't hurtin’, and she don’t give a damn ‘bout my 
paw. But man, my maw bush been flat on the left side for years ‘cause 
she still be in bed at night smashin’ it in her pillow with a lata cryin’ 
over dat negro.” Armand took a swig of his beer. 

“He left us with nothing, and then when he left, he ...” Armand 
stopped talking abruptly as if a deer had run in front of his tongue. 

He leaned his large upper body down so he could peer into Madi- 
na’s face. 

“Baby, what you staring at? What’s goin’ on this time, woman?” His 
tone was drunken but perplexed. 

Armand knew something was wrong with Madina because she was 
staring straight ahead and squeezing her fists so tightly on her lap that 
the veins in her hands ballooned beneath her skin. 

Sedora separated her eyes from Armand’s face and looked off to his 
side, where Madina sat in one of Sedora’s mother’s wooden kitchen 
chairs that had been moved to the living room. 

Their eyes connected, and the glare Madina gave Sedora would 
have intimidated a 60-foot gator. 

Sedora’s sense of sound was suddenly muffled, as if she had been 
dipped underwater. 

“YOU STOLE MY RECORD PLAYER FROM ME, AND YOU 
THANK YOU GON’ TAKE MY MAN TOO? BURN IN HELL!” 
Madina’s voice thundered inside Sedora’s head. 

Madina’s eyes still locked with her own, Sedora’s pupils slowly 
expanded and the white of her eyes reddened. She heard the distorted 
voice of a demon, but Madina’s lips never moved. 

Sedora tried to scream, but she couldn’t utter a sound. She tried to 
move her eyes from Madina's, but she could only blink. 

Madina was inside her head. 

“Ma chérie” Madina spoke in French. 

“Listen to my churn. Can ya hear ’em? I’m gon’ make you suffer 
worse than they ever did!” Madina spoke through her pupils. 
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The word “suffer” echoed seven times in Sedora’s head. 

And, yes, Sedora heard the sound of chanting and screaming under- 
neath Madina's threats, the sound of people crying, grunting, and 
moaning like a crackling wildfire. 

The sounds of hell itself. 

Tears fell from Sedora’s face onto her clutched hands as she 
endured the witch's paralysis. 

“Let’s go,” Madina said aloud to Armand as she broke eye contact 
with Sedora. 

"Aw, why?" Armand asked in apparent irritation. He was getting 

sick of Madina having a problem every time they went places together. 

“I'm ready to go now, Armand!” She stood up and spun her head 
towards Sedora again. 

After Madina stood, S.Bonds was released from the possession. She 
bent over as a searing pain pulsated in her head, pain similar to what 
Josephine had felt in the kitchen a few hours before the party began, 
but far more excruciating. 

Moments later, S.Bonds straightened to find Madina breathing in 
her face and holding something familiar in her hand. The object 
looked exactly like the plastic baby placed inside a king cake, but this 
baby was wooden and—like the new Record Player—painted black as 
soot. 

“Hey woman, I thought you was ready?” Armand asked and walked 
up behind Madina. He caressed her shoulders and grabbed her waist. 

Armand noticed S.Bonds was crying. He wrinkled his face with 
concern but decided not to pry. 

“Goodnight, S.Bonds, and a very special congratulations to you,” 
Madina said and particles of her acid spit flew onto Sedora’s face. 

"Why you congratulating her?” S.Bonds heard Armand ask. 

"She toll’ me she's pregnant. She so excited, dat’s why she crying," 
Madina said. 

"Oh, congratulations. See yall." Armand walked away with Madina 
under his arm. 

As soon as they walked out the door, Sedora collapsed to the floor, 
her body entering epileptic shock. 

This would be the last time Sedora saw the murderous witch 
Madina in human form. 
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B eauregard Avenue was relatively quiet by the time Josephine 
stepped outside. As soon as she swung open the front door, 


the sound of soulful hymns and a sweet mixture of cuss words and 
laughter spilled onto the hushed night air. The temperature was below 
fifty degrees—too chilly for her liking, so she hastily stepped down the 
five diseased wooden steps hanging under the front porch to hurry 
back inside. Josephine applied a soft amount of pressure to every step, 
internally warning herself to avoid the most rotten parts of the wood, 
just in case one of the frail steps crashed to hell underneath her pretty 
toes. 

After Josephine's sandals safely survived the last step, she found the 
night barer than usual. 

“Hmmm,” she mumbled. 

For the first time in years, no one else in the entire neighborhood 
was outside for the night. Since the day the Doucette's moved onto 
Beauregard and Sabine fifteen years ago, there had always been 
someone outside savoring the humid New Orleans air. Josephine 
expected to find their neighbor Mr. Jones sitting in his old rocking 
chair, asking—for the eleventh time that week—her and everyone else 
whose eye he could catch how they were doing. She especially antici- 
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pated receiving a hand wave from the Candy Lady, Mrs. Eloise, who 
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sold Ice Cream sandwiches and candy from her porch in the daytime, 
then at night would sit there quietly relaxing, taking long pulls from 
her cigarettes. 

But tonight the whole neighborhood seemed to have double- 
crossed the luminous moon, leaving it out in the cold, all alone with no 
one to talk to. 

Staring around at such a dispirited rendition of the normally 
theatrical community felt to Josephine too... unnatural. 

She couldn’t wait to get back into the house with her beloved 
toddler. Or, as she referred to him at that moment, her rebellious, 
spanking-needing key snatcher. 

“No, no, no, mama... no, no!” Baby Claude whined and waved his 
father’s enormous set of keys in his hands. 

This was the only song he knew how to perform to explain to his 
mommy he was not interested in obeying her. Josephine and Baby 
Claude crossed the street and approached an aged Ford Falcon that 
crowded the street along with a party line of other empty vehicles. The 
Doucettes’ definitely did not have enough lot to house such a sizeable 
party, but this hadn’t stopped anybody from pulling up. Folks had 
parked their cars wherever they could—close to the ditches, on the 
grass, and even in the nearby woods. 

“Don’t you tell me no, Claude Jr! If you don’t hand me them damn 
keys, you gon’ be in some trouble.” Josephine reprimanded. 

The key to their Ford Falcon was sandwiched somewhere between 
what looked like a hundred others on the knotted keychain, so it 
would take a minute to sort through them and find it, but Baby Claude 
seemed to have decided that this was none of his business. 

Josephine cursed herself worse than a witch for allowing her son to 
hold the keys to begin with. Big Claude always gave the baby the 
massive set of keys to toy with since they made the loudest clinging 
noise in the South. Baby Claude had come to believe the keys belonged 
to him—as one of his many unconventional playthings. 

“No, you!” He whined and wriggled his plump body in her arms 
while waving the keys away from her grasp. 

Josephine yanked the keys out of his sticky hands. 

“Stop it, boy! Oh, just wait till I tell ya Paw on you. You gon’ get it 
Claude Jr., just wait!” 
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Baby Claude stuck his lip out and rammed his head into her chest, 
calming down. Josephine figured Baby Claude was submitting out of fear 
of being spanked, but he was too sleepy to argue with her. 

CREAK... BOOM, the front door of the house slammed. 

Josephine turned her head towards the noise and squinted at the 
front door. However, since the porch light had been broken for weeks, 
she saw only the moon shining a dimmed light on a small patch of 
wood on the door frame. The darkness camouflaged everything else 
that surrounded the area—including the blood-craving Bourbon Street 
Jester. 

The Jester watched the whites of Josephine’s eyes search for him in 
the dark. He smiled, knowing she could not see him. 

They musta went back inside, Josephine thought. She glanced back at 
the key set and began searching through it with vigor so that she could 
open the locked car door. 

Five seconds later, Josephine found the car key. She looked down at 
Baby Claude and noticed his long eyelashes lowering to her chest. 

“Aw Too-Too,” she murmured, and Baby Claude stuck his hand 
inside of Josephine’s shirt to hold her breast for comfort. 

“You is some sleepy, ain’t’cha Baby? Dat ole Teedy Annette got you 
up all times of the night.” Josephine snuggled him. 

Pat! Pat! Feet pounded the ground behind her. 

Josephine swiveled her head to the sound, assuming a rabid dog or 
wild animal from the woods was near. 

“What the?! ...” 

“What’s the matta, Leroy?!” she yelled, seeing the Jester rushing 
from the yard. Her eyebrows merged into each other with agitated 
concern. She thought maybe he was coming to tell her something was 
wrong with her sisters or her husband, Big Claude. 

Leroy did not answer her. 

He ran to cross the street, and she caught sight of a bloodied blade in 
his hand. 

“Oh, God!” Josephine murmured and smashed her back againstthe 
car. 

“Ah! Get the hell away from me! What is you doin!” she cried. 

Baby Claude’s eyes darted open as soon as he heard his mother’s 
blood-curdling screams. 
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“Come, hea!” Leroy yelled. 

Josephine ran around the car and down to the other end of the 
street with Leroy’s yellowed eyes on her back. He caught onto the 
back of her dress and wrapped his arm around her neck, simultane- 
ously striking Baby Claude in the face. 

“URRRGHHHH!” Baby Claude’s voice cracked, and he let out the 
most guttural scream Josephine had ever heard her baby boy utter. 

It was if someone had shot him. 

His little cheeks took the blow from the entire surface of Leroy’s thick- 
handed fist, causing blood to spew from the toddler’s mouth and nose. 

“HELP! HELP!” Josephine screamed. She held onto Baby Claude 
by his waist with one hand and tried to shield his small body from 
Leroy’s hands with the other. 

Baby Claude screamed in pain until he coughed on his own blood. 

Leroy wound his legs around Josephine’s, pinning her and Baby 
Claude to the ground next to her car. Then he grabbed her by the back of 
her dress and yanked her up from the ground again, throwing herand 
Claude into the side of the vehicle. 

“Stop yo movin’ and screamin’ before I lay you and this Lil sucka 
out,” Leroy threatened. 

He brought his knife to Josephine’s neck and shoved it tight 
against her gentle skin. 

Josephine immediately stopped struggling and screaming. Baby 
Claude did not. He cried and pushed his already stinging face up to 
look into his mommy’s face. 

Josephine gripped him tighter to keep him low on her and away 
from Leroy’s knife. 

“SHUT HIM UP!” Leroy spat through browning, clenched, 
crooked teeth. 

“Baby Claude, I’m right here, shhh. Everything’s gon’ be okay, baby 
... just hush,” Josephine cooed desperately. She placed her hands on his 
onesie and rubbed his stomach to quiet him. But the boy whim- pered 
harder as he heard her call his name. His gums shook, and histears 
made her hands soaking wet. 

She loves this Lil bastard! Leroy thought, disgusted. 

The Bourbon Street Jester pushed her closer against the car and 
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plunged his head into the back of her neck, inhaled, and rolled his eyes 
into his skull. 

“My goodness... Ooh, woman. I knew you would just smell like 
cinnamon and honey, Josephine. Oh, you just don’t understand, baby 
girl,” he whispered in her ear. 

Josephine kept quiet and tried to hold still. While Leroy sniffed her 
neck, she freed one hand and dug under her shirt where her husband’s 
set of keys had fallen. 

She pulled the keys up through the top of her shirt just before 
Leroy grabbed her left breast. Josephine breathed deep and aimed the 
keys at the ground, searching them once again with her chubby baby in 
front of her and a monster in the back. 

The sniffing of Josephine continued for an unusual amount of time. 
Leroy was in rare form. 

If it was any other victim, Leroy would have waited until he made it 
back to his shed to release his sadistic desires. But he felt he had 
trapped the most perfect butterfly, and had done so while her husband 
was just across the street, most likely in the backyard. 

He was so proud of himself, he had even slipped his murder 
weapon back into its pocket so he could release the years of pent-up 
perversions. 

Josephine forced herself to fight through the repulsion of his nose 
at her neck. She felt filthy and cringed at his moist touch and sweaty 
smell, yet still she passed Big Claudes’ keys through her fingertips like 
papers, seeing the car as refuge. 

Two minutes later, Josephine spotted the key and deposited it 
between the thumb and index finger of her free hand. 

She looked across the street at the front door of the house and 
thought about her options. 

The yard is too far away! The music inside the house is too loud, and nobody can 
hear us! I ain't gon’ make it back in the house, he runs too fast. No, I can't doit. I 
can’t run with my baby. I know I won't make it. I just can't! She 
pondered, feeling trapped. 

With Baby Claude on her hip, Josephine would take no risk to 
make it easier for Leroy to catch and murder her and her son. 

GOD, I DON'T KNOW WHAT TO DO! PLEASE, HELP ME, 
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JESUS! She begged and shook her head as tears ran down her face. She 
looked at the sharp key in her hand and at the ground again. 

An option roared into her mind, and she lifted her eyes to the 
moon. 

DOIT! she yelled inside her mind and bit her upper lip. 

Then, all at once, Josephine lowered Baby Claude to the ground 
and turned her upper body to Leroy, her hands now free. She aimed at 
his eye and daggered the key across his face like a mad tigress. 

"Abh!" He yelled as blood seeped from the gash. She kicked him 
square in the crotch, dropping him to the ground. 

Josephine then snatched a sobbing Baby Claude from the ground and 
ran around to the car's passenger side. She shoved the key in thedoor 
and quickly got inside. 

Leroy got up from the ground and peered inside the car as 
Josephine frantically cradled Baby Claude with one arm while trying to 
get the car key into the ignition from the passenger side. She was too 
afraid to get into the driver's side of the car, knowing Leroy had not 
yet moved away from that side. 

"GET THE FUCK AWAY FROM ME! HELP!! HELP!!" She 
screamed as loud as she could. But The Jester loved it when his victims 
ran away from him, so he licked the blood that dripped from his face 
and lifted the sides of his mouth to show her his abnormally wide smile. 

He pressed his bloodstained face to the driver's side window and 
stared at Josephine while she screamed. He hoped she would be fright- 
ened enough to get out of the car so he could run her down like he 
wanted to. 

He also shifted his eyes to Baby Claude so the boy could get a clear 
look at the blood dripping off of his face and onto his lips and teeth. 
Baby Claude climbed deeper into his mother's lap and turned his head 
the other way, thinking The Jester was a monster. 

"Open this door, Josie," Leroy hissed with a sharp breath. He said 
the nickname Josephine's father used to call her when she was a girl. 

"GET AWAY FROM ME, CLAUDE IS GON’ KILL YOU!" she 
spat through clenched teeth. 

"Oh, yeah?" he replied nonchalantly. He then sniffled and looked 
down Beauregard Avenue as he noticed a car passing down Sabine 


29 


THE KINGDOM ON THE BAYOU 


Avenue. Leroy figured it was time to turn up the intensity—he would 
have to knock Josephine out and drag her to his car. 

He took off his suit jacket and shirt to reveal hundreds of scraps, 
scratches, and bruises—all those he had gained from fighting now- 
deceased victims. 

Leroy swiftly wrapped his shirt around his upper arm and threw his 
entire shoulder into the window. 

The glass and shattered and flew wild. 

Josephine screeched loudly and struggled to open the passenger 
side door while Baby Claude scrambled all over her, locking his arms 
around her neck and burying his face against hers, his cheeks smeared 
with tears, blood, snot and his eyes full of dread. 

Leroy watched her scuffle to find the handle and dropped his long 
arm inside the busted window to find the driver’s side lock. 

He felt around for it, then pulled it upward. 

Leroy clutched the door handle as Josephine held on tightly to 
Baby Claude. 

The driver’s side door flew open. 

But then suddenly, Josephine heard a loud whistling sound and 
glimpsed Leroy’s arms flailing in the air as his body plunged to the 
ground, his hip bones shattering on impact. 

“AHHHHH!” 

“AHH HELP ME! OH GOD AHHHH! OH AHHHHHH 
UHHH!” he screamed. 

The Jester’s body crumpled underneath the car, his hands clawing at 
the ground with bloody nails. 

“What the fuck was...somethin’ pulled em’!” She whispered and 
tightly held onto Baby Claude who howled uncontrollably while the 
car shook like a tin can. 

“Claude shh...hush baby, please!” Josephine held his mouth, fren- 
zied with fear at the sounds of The Jester’s screams. Josephine grabbed 
the dashboard to steady herself as the shaking continued. 

She peered out the open car door, but to no avail. She only saw his 
body thrashing underneath the car and bloody pieces of him flying all 
other the paint. 

“Lawd Jesus!—” she wailed but then quieted herself, feeling the 
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rattling worsen. She heard the crack of bones and chewing from 
beneath the car... until Leroy’s screams finally stopped. 

After the screams ceased the shaking continued, but not as 
strongly now. The only things Josephine could hear were her own 
tearful sniffles, Baby Claude’s hoarse throated weeping and the contin- 
uing sounds of gurgling, ripping, and tearing from somewhere beneath 
her. 

She kept her hand over Baby Claude’s mouth as she slowly slid to 
the middle of the car and then to the backseat, all the while looking 
around her. Josephine was quivering with fright and didn’t speak a 
word. She lay almost flat on the backseat and held her breath, keeping 
her head low. 

A limb covered in blood flew up against the back passenger 
window, confirming what she had suspected. The Bourbon Street 
Jester was dead, killed, and whatever or whoever did it was still under 
her car. 

After a few minutes that seemed like hours, the shaking ceased. 


ob 


The sudden silence of the music and a hair-raising, “MY GOOD- 
NESS!” made Big Claude drop the broom he was using to sweep the 
back porch. 

He grabbed the screen door, swinging it open with compelling 
force, and rushed inside. The door bounced against the side of the 
wooden house with the elasticity of a basketball. Claude patted his 
head with a sweat rag and aimed his footsteps towards the slew of 
frantic voices liming up the dwelling. 

“What yall gon’ do! Is she awrite?” Someone squawked from the 
Front room. 

Claude’s heart hooked onto the words and squeezed inside his 
chest; he dashed through the long hallway of the Doucette home even 
faster. 

“Aye yall, what’s going on?” he questioned as he entered the Front 
room. 

His heart throbbed, demanding answers, but the shared shock in 
the room muted his question. 
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“Move! Move! I said, what the hell’s going on?!” He parted people 
out of his way. 

It’s S. Bonds! he thought as soon as he saw his sister-in-law lying on 
the couch, her body shuddering uncontrollably. 

“Aw shit. S. Bonds is having a seizure! What you need, Netty?” 

Annette and two other cousins were sitting on the couch with S. 
Bonds sprawled across their legs. The women restrained her body so she 
could not hurt herself while shaking. 

“She okay, Claude. It’s gon’ pass in a few minutes—you can go grab 
me a rag for her mouth.” 

“No, I'll get it,” Cousin Cecile said and jumped up from the couch, 
freeing S. Bonds’ thrusting legs. 

“Awrite. Where Josephine? y’all ain’t tell her S. Bonds takin’ sick?” 
Big Claude said, his mouth scowling with disappointment. He knew 
his wife looked at S. Bonds as her child instead of her little sister and 
would have been at her side the same as Annette. 

“T think she in the back room with Baby Claude. Go check back 
there, she prolly in there sleeping with the baby,” said Doris. 

Claude shifted his footing and turned back to the crowd again, his 
patience working at only 50% capacity. 

“Get the hell out the damn way! Nosey asses, move back!” he 
huffed. 

Claude hurried down the long hallway again towards Josephine’s old 
room. Josephine, Big Claude, and Baby Claude lived in a trailer 
across the river, but she and Baby Claude slept in her old room when- 
ever she visited her parent’s home during the week. Or when she and 
Big Claude were on bad terms. 

Claude walked into the room and flicked on the light switch with 
his thick index finger. 

“Josephine, S. Bonds havin’ a—!” he shouted in the darkness before 
the light exposed the ruffled, but otherwise empty bed covers. 

“Damn!” He muttered, realizing he was talking to himself. 

He went to Annette and S. Bonds’ room next and repeated the 
same motion. He flicked on the lights, and the bed was neatly made 
with Annette’s clothes and jewelry sprawled across the sheets. 
Josephine and Baby Claude were nowhere in sight. 

“Where they at?” he whispered to himself. 
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“Josephine! Baby where y’at! Josephine!” 

Claude checked the bathroom. 

“Josephine!” He checked Joe and Aldora’s room; they weren’t there 
either. 

As soon as he had confirmed that the last room was empty, Big 
Claude went into a panic. Claude rammed his 300 pound, 6’2” body 
through the hallway. 

“When the last time any of y’all seen Josephine and my son! They 
ain’t in the back!” Big Claude stood in the middle of the room and 
shouted. 

Franklin, Leroy’s friend, swallowed hard and darted his eyes to the 
floor. This was the part of Leroy’s plan that Franklin feared would put 
his life in danger, being the only person who knew what happened to 
Josephine and Baby Claude. Except Franklin was too meddlesome to not 
stay and witness what Big Claude would do when he found out that 
his wife and child were missing. 

Aw shit, lemme get out of Dodge! This negro gon’ ki! somebody up in here. I 
know Leroy got to be long gone by now. Baby boy got to be out there dead too. 
Franklin shook his head at his own thoughts as he observed people 
crowding around Big Claude with worried questions. 

“Cecile! You said you seent Josephine go in the room, huh?” 

“No, Claude, I didn’t. Earlier I seent her go outside to get the baby 
diaper bag. Dat’s why I thought she definitely would have been back in 
the house by now. I...I...just figured she was in the room with Claude.” 
She spoke with alarm in her eyes. 

Claude couldn’t process Cecile’s words. The ghastly thought that 
Josephine and his baby boy were missing had started a war in his mind. 

“Oh, Lawd! Not another damn problem,” Annette groaned in frus- 
tration. 

“So first S. Bonds catch a seizure? Now Jo missing? Claude, you 
check the room good? She probably outside running her mouth,” 
Annette said sarcastically. She was sick of the dramatics at her birthday 
party. 

Big Claude went to the front door and peered outside. He couldn’t 
see his car from the porch, but it was clear that Josephine was not out 
in front of the house speaking with anyone, or “running her mouth” as 
Annette had suggested. 
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Big Claude jumped from the top of the first step to the bottom of 
the last to get to the street as quickly as possible. He ran out to the 
edge of the Doucette property, where the dirt road began, and swiveled 
his head in every direction. 

“JOSEPHINE! JOSEPHINE!” he hollered at the top of his lungs 
from the middle of the street. 

His eyes then landed on his car. He could see a small afro pressed 
against the glass of the backseat passenger side window. 

Someone was inside. 

Claude moved to finish crossing the street before he heard 
Josephine’s voice. 

“CLAUDE STOP!” Josephine yelled and stuck her head out of the 
window. She watched her husband attempt to come towards her, and it 
made her shake uncontrollably. 

She had heard Claude calling her moments before but had decided to 
keep quiet for fear that he would encounter whatever was under the car 
that killed The Bourbon Street Jester. 

“What!? Josephine, what you doing in the damn car woman?! I 
been looking for you! S. Bonds done had a seizure up in the house and 
everythang! What you doin’ baby?” Sweat dripped from his body. 

He continued approaching the car, his heart calmed by the sound 
of her voice. 

He loved Josephine so much. 

“CLAUDE IF YOU DON’T STOP MOVIN’. JUST STAY RIGHT 
THERE, AWRITE? LISTEN TO ME. YOU GON’ DIE IF YOU 
COME NEAR ME! DO YOU HEAR ME!? JUST STAY OVER 
THERE AND STOP WALKIN’.” 

Big Claude stopped moving, about ten feet from the passenger side 
of the car. 

“Whatchu talkin’ bout Jo...” he said. At that moment he noticed 
his license plate, which looked like it had been dipped in a bucket of 
blood. 

“What the hell is dat? . . .” he said and bent at his knees. He peered 
underneath the car and saw the scraps of what looked like a clothed 
animal. 

“Jesus ... Josephine what’s ... what’s going on?!” 

“Claude, I know it don’t sound like the truth, but... somethin’... 
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is under the car .. . and it...it ate him.” Josephine said the words slowly 
and cried as she uttered the word “him.” 

“ATE HIM?” Big Claude questioned, his breath halting. 

“Where my baby Jo? Where my son?” Big Claude’s eyes watered as 
his mind latched onto the word “him.” He thought Josephine was 
saying that something had eaten Baby Claude and that his son’s 
remains were the bloody mess of scraps he saw under the car. 

“No, he okay, Claude. He passed out on the seat, po’thing.” 

“Jo, what you sayin’ then? There ain’t nothing under this car. Now, 
I’m gon’ come over there and get you,” Claude swallowed hard and 
stepped towards her. 

“NO CLAUDE. Let’s just wait a few minutes until we know it’s 
gone!” 

“No, you comin’ out dat car right na, Jo, dat aint’ gon’ work for me. 
Trust me, Jo, whatever was under there is gone.” 

I hope. Claude thought. 

Big Claude then bolted the rest of the way to Josephine without 
saying another word to her. She screamed for him to stop, but he 
pulled open the door to the afflicted car as soon as he reached it. He 
saw the busted window on the driver’s side. 

Josephine laid Baby Claude on her chest and attempted to step out, 
but Big Claude scooped them both up in his massive arms and carried 
them back across the street towards the house. 

She cradled herself against his chest and wept quietly. She didn’t 
want to wake up Baby Claude after the trauma he had just gone 
through, but she had to tell her husband what happened to them. 

“He... he came after me, and somethin’ came, and it ate him... it 
ate him . . . somethin’ just ate him! I heard it!” she said quietly in 
his ear. 

They reached the porch, and Big Claude set Baby Claude and 
Josephine down on the first step. 

“Ate who, Josephine?” Claude grabbed her shoulders and pulled her 
closer to his face. 

“The man from the Quarters. The one dat always kissed Netty’s 
hand when he saw her. The Jester.” 

“Thad ...I had to... to go get the baby bag out the car, and I 
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think he followed me outside. He was talkin’ all this stuff about lovin’ 
me since I was twelve. And he... he attacked Claude and me.” 

“WHAT!?” Claude asked in a rage as he remembered he had left 
the diaper bag in the car when he came to the party with the baby 
earlier that night. 

“Uh-huh. But then somethin’ jecked him, and I heard him 
screamin’. I heard it... it was eatin’ him. Then I just waited and waited, 
tried not to move, cause I was just so scared, Claude!” She sobbed 
again. 

“Dat’s good for dat mutha-ooh, fuck! I hope it ate his ass good. 
Cause if he ain’t dead, I’m gon’ blow the back off dat sucka!” Big 
Claude cursed and dried the tears from Josephine’s eyes in the dim 
moon light. 

“Baby, I’m so sorry I wasn’t there when dat happened to yall, Jo. I 
was bringing food in and out and trying to straighten up out back so 
yall have a nice time tonight, and 1... I lost track of time. Can’t 
believe I almost lost you. I swear to Gawd, I’m so sorry!” he admitted 
and took her frame into his arms again. 

Josephine peered over her husband’s shoulder and down the street 
to see a mist circulating in the air. A disturbing emotion surged 
through her body as she observed the smog. 

It was the same sensation she had suffered hours earlier when she 
encountered the phantom rising from the record player and had felt a 
warning that a disaster was impending. 

Lawd, I felt it. I knew somethin’ was gon’ happen tonight! Josephine said to 
herself and shook her head. 

“Come on, Claude, let’s get inside. I’m ready to go home.” She 
pushed her torso back from his and took Baby Claude in her arms 
again as she rose from the porch. 

Josephine walked into her parents’ house, and her mind immedi- 
ately recalled that Big Claude told her about S. Bonds having a seizure. 
She saw her sister on the couch, lying on Annette’s lap. Josephine 
thanked God that S. Bonds had stopped shaking by then. Annette was 
rubbing S. Bonds’ face, stroking her fingers across S. Bonds’ chin and 
cheeks, as this motion always helped S. Bonds wake up and come back 
to herself after undergoing a seizure. 
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“Oh, fuck. This don’t look good,” Franklin whispered as he 
watched Josephine walk back into the house. 

Where in the he! is Leroy?! he asked himself and slyly tried to peak 
through the dirty front-room windows to see if his friend was outside. 

Josephine watched Annette caressing S. Bonds on the couch and 
instantly spun around to place her son back in his father’s arms so she 
could tend to S. Bonds too. 

“Claude, go put some ice on his face. I’m comin’, let me just make 
sure S. Bonds is okay. She still ain’t wake up yet,” Josephine said 
wotriedly. 

Big Claude collected his son from her arms. 

He lifted Baby Claude and noticed his son had specks of shriveled 
blood and a glob of purplish bruises forming under his little eye from 
where he had been punched. 

“My God, Jo! Look at my son... . Lawd, look at my fucking baby!” 
he screeched through clenched teeth. An infinite array of murderous 
ideas entered his consciousness. 

Baby Claude jumped when he heard his father’s deep voice climb. 

“CLAUDE, I KNOW, AWRITE!” Josephine screamed at him. 

“Just go get some ice, put it on his cheek, and GO LAY HIM 
DOWN. He's tired, Claude. Don’t scare him any more than he already 
is!” 

Josephine took the top of her shirt and wiped away two tears that 
had escaped her eyes again. She tried to force her traumatized body to 
move on from what it had just endured. 

She wished to appear as natural as possible in front of her little 
sisters. 

“Awrite, Josephine.” Big Claude shook his head and fumed. He 
wanted his wife and son to go tend to their wounds. He wanted 
Josephine to sit and deal with what she had just experienced. Claude 
preferred to take her home, to apologize to her for not being there to 
protect her. He couldn’t wait to convince her that it would never 
happen again. 

Still, he knew that asking Josephine to ignore S. Bonds when she 
was sick would be as wrong as asking Josephine to overlook her 
own son. 
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“Josephine, what’s wrong with Baby Claude?” Annette asked 
Josephine after overhearing Big Claude’s mention the injuries. 

“Nothin Netty. He just fell, I'll tell you later on,” Josephine 
answered quick. 

Claude glanced at Annette and considered telling her the truth 
about the attack, but he stopped and followed Josephine’s lead. He 
took his son and carried him away. Pain encroached on Claude’s heart 
and his spirit. 

He was low. 

How could I ever let this happen? he thought and ground his teeth 
together. 

“Forgive me, son,” he said and kissed Baby Claude’s cheek tenderly. 
The kiss felt wet, as a tear fell from his eye and met his lips at the 
exact spot on Baby Claude’s cheek where Claude placed his lips. 

He was devastated. 
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fs D amn, Netty, how bad was it this time? She still ain’t woke up 
yet?” Josephine stepped over to S. Bonds, who looked as if 
she was in a fairytale trance. 

Annette shook her head no. Josephine bent at her knees and 
cupped Sedora’s forehead and cheeks to test her body temperature 
with her hands. 

“She shouldn’t be out this long. She ain’t snoring or nothing. Move 
out the way right quick, Netty. Let me check and see if she awrite.” 
Josephine moved closer to Annette’s spot by the couch. 

Anytime Sedora fell unconscious after a seizure, Josephine grieved 
the sight. S. Bonds eyes would freeze like a dead fish for several 
minutes, and her mouth would gape. Other times, she would look 
more like Snow White, alive but forever asleep, and maybe even snore 
after an attack. 

Still, Josephine felt no peace watching her baby sisters’ sweet soul 
vanish behind her disability. S. Bonds’ corpse-like state made Josephine 
fear that Sedora would meet a seizure that would close her eyes 
forever. 

“What I got’sta move for? She okay, Jo. Trust, she gon’ wake up 
soon. Sometimes they be this long,” Annette said confidently. 
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“Or is you tryna say I got to move outcho’ way cause I don’t know 
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what I’m doin’ with her?” Annette rose an eyebrow as if Josephine 
should be careful with the words she chose. 

“Netty, why you always got to make a problem where there ain’t 
one. Just get out the way so I can see if she awrite FOR MYSELF.” 

“You know what, Jo?” Annette sprang up from the couch, leaving 
Sedora’s head to fall in her spot. 

“Tm bout’ tired of you comin’ round here actin’ like you somebody 
maw when mama ain’t here. You don’t run me! Yo child is in the back.” 
Annette pointed her finger towards the long hallway. 

“And if you ain’t know, [M THE ONE who be with S. Bonds when 
she gets like this! It’s rarely you. Don’t make me embarrass you in front 
of all these people, cause you know I take good care of S. Bonds.” 

“T don’t know who done told you any different, Josephine, but I 
actually take better care of S. Bonds than ANYONE. I deal with this 
damn gal seizin’ out on me every week. I’m the one wiping spit and 
cleaning up piss when you, mama, and daddy ain’t here.” 

“Dat’s why I’m calm and you ain’t, Jo. Cause I know what to damn 
do, and you worried cause you don’t. So, don’t you come yo ass in here 
talkin’ to me like I don’t know what I’m doin’ with her.” 

Big Claude, who had walked back into the room after putting Baby 
Claude to sleep, leapt in front of Josephine who had her eyes cut at 
Annette and her fist tight at her side. He knew which road the argu- 
ment was heading down, and it was not a smooth one. 

“Awrite. Awrite, dat’s enough now, Netty. Yall goin’ too damn far, 
and ya know it! Just leave it alone, Jo. Come on, baby, we leavin’!” 

“Oh no, Claude, get out her way! Cause’ I’m tryna see where 
Josephine get this shit from. She do this to me all the time! Actin’ like 
she can do somethin’ for S. Bonds dat I can’t do. HOW!?” Annette 
screamed and stuck her neck to the left of Big Claude’s broad shoul- 
ders to stare Josephine square in her eyes. 

Josephine scowled at Annette and answered her with a steady, 
unshaken whisper. 

“You think I’m fixin’ to stand here and argue withchu ’bout who 
take better care of S. Bonds when she takes sick? Are you outcho damn 
mind?” she said. 

“Who is you up in here grandstanding for, Annette? TAKING 
CARE OF S. BONDS IS EXACTLY WHAT’CHO ASS S’POSED 


TO DO. She yo damn sistah! You ain’t doin’ her no favor. Dat’s what’s 
wrong witcho low down behind now. You can’t do nothin’ for nobody 
without reminding em’.” Josephine yelled. 

“Ooowww!” S. Bonds whimpered in pain as Josephine’s shouts over 
her head shuddered the vessels in her brain. 

Neither Josephine nor Annette had noticed that S. Bonds was 
regaining consciousness right under them. 

Thump...thump...thump...S. Bonds’ head shook like a rock 
being struck with a hammer. 

She looked to the ceiling and every corner of the walls in the front 
room. The minute she glanced at the wall next to the couch, her heart 
pulsated and drummed. Her eyes roamed to the wooden chair that 
Armand had been sitting in before he and Madina left, and the sight of it 
caused her mind to replay what it believed it had witnessed . . . whatit 
thought Armand’s woman had done to her. 

Lawd, was I dreaming!? she questioned in her mind and waited for 
an answer. 

Yes, her mind replied. Wobbling her head lightly, S. Bonds searched 
the remaining crowd for the couple’s faces. She glanced at the kitchen, 
then the hallway, and even peeped as much as she could through the 
dust-stained brown window next to the front door. 

She didn’t see them anywhere. 

They realy gone. Thank Gawd! S. Bonds thought and moved her 
hands over her face to cover her eyes. But she froze when she felt the 
sensation of wetness in her lap. 

Urine was streaming down her long legs. 

Oh Jesus! No...no.. .please, no! I didn’t pee in "ont a! these people. No 
gawd. I can’t take this, it’s just too much! she pleaded. 

S. Bonds looked up into the crowd once more but caught the eye of 
one of her old junior high classmates, Roger Jones. He had been 
watching her since she first reopened her eyes, and he was the only 
person to notice that she was finally awake. Roger pinched his lips 
together and raised his eyebrows full of pity as he watched S. Bonds 
silently battle with her own embarrassment and shame. 

Roger had not known that S. Bonds had such a severe form of 
epilepsy, and he felt so sorry for her. S. Bonds stared back at him and 
moved to cover the wet spot on her dress with shaky hands. 
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Rodger instinctively followed her quick hand movement with his 
eyes and concentrated on the urine that dripped from her beautiful 
dress and onto the floor. The lighting in the room was so dim that he 
didn’t notice the dripping at first, but when he did, he couldn’t stop 
staring at it. 

“Jesus!” she saw his lips whisper in shock. 

He had never seen someone have a seizure, let alone a grown 
woman urinating on herself. 

S. Bonds immediately bit her bottom lip until it busted, and drops 
of blood wept onto her tongue. She broke eye contact with Rodger and 
took the top of her dress to bury her head inside of it. 

Tears filled her eyes, so she bit the insides of her cheeks to stop 
them from falling, but it was no use. The liquid gushed from her eyes 
like a waterfall. Her voice cracked the moment after the first few tears 
fell, making room for a more powerful wave of sorrow to take over her. 

S. Bonds let out a guttural sob that forced every eye in the room 
onto her. 

“Oh, no.” Josephine diverted her attention from the nasty argu- 
ment she was having with Annette and went to S. Bonds’ side. 

“Don’t cry, Fox, it’s okay. Why you doin’ dat? Stop dat crynin’.” She 
tried to move Sedora’s sturdy hands from her face, but when she real- 
ized she couldn't, she decided to just cuddle her like a child. 

“Girl, ain't nobody even saw nothing,” Annette chimed in and 
wiped the parts of S. Bonds wet face that her hands didn’t cover. 

“You makin’ the real scene right here. Everybody up in this house is 
drunk out they mind. They ain’t even payin’ you no mind, S. Bonds,” 
Annette lied. 

Josephine shot a familiar stare up at Annette, letting her know she 
was talking to S. Bonds too tough. Annette rolled her eyes at Josephine 
but whiffled her head up and down to show her surrender to 
Josephine’s approach. Annette was always tough on S. Bonds, mostly 
because she wanted her sister to feel that she was normal, not needing 
anyone’s sympathy, no matter how uncomfortable she was with who 
God had made her to be. 

S. Bonds had experienced her first seizure at four, and ever since 
that day her condition had matured to be the marrow of every terror- 
filled dream that she had ever had. When S. Bonds closed her eyes to 
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find rest, she saw nightmarish visions of herself blacking out in front of 
crowds of people. Some of these she wanted to love, some she wanted 
to impress, and many she tried to protect. 

Thankfully, when S. Bonds had experienced these dreams 
throughout the years, Annette had been there to be her drug. Annette 
would awaken to the sounds of S. Bonds fighting herself in her sleep, 
and she never hesitated to climb into the fight and grab hold of her 
sister until they made it through the night. Annette even gave up 
having her own room when Josephine moved out to live with her 
husband—just so she could be close to S. Bonds as she slept. 

This was the reason Annette softened her delivery that night. She 
knew better than anyone how important it was for her and Josephine 
to calm S. Bonds down before another violent seizure snuck up. 

“Awrite, dat’s enough of yall, everybody get the hell out!” Big 
Claude yelled at the remaining guests in the house. They had their eyes 
glued to the scene with S. Bonds, and he was sick of all the 
eyewitnesses. 

“Well, got damn awrite, we goin’!” a man yelled in Big Claude’s 
direction before scurrying towards the front door. 

While everybody marched out of the house, Annette let Josephine 
take over comforting S. Bonds. Annette turned to say goodbye to a 
few good friends and apologized to them for all the tension they had 
witnessed—even though it had secretly entertained them. Most of them 
made plans to spread the word of Josephine andAnnette’s argument 
all over town and couldn’t wait until the sun came up to do so. 

When the last guests shut the front door behind them, Annette 
swung her body back around to the couch but found it empty. S. Bonds 
and Josephine had already walked down the long hallway to the 
bathroom. 

“Go clean yourself and then go lay down,” Josephine whispered in 
S. Bonds’ ear while caressing the middle of her small back. 

“Okay, Jo,” S. Bonds sniffled and walked into the bathroom. 

S. Bonds lightly closed the door on Josephine. She glanced at her 
reflection in the mirror and slid down to the floor, as the sight of her 
wet face and swollen eyes made her want to vomit. 

Josephine placed her ear to the rugged frame on the other side of 
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the door, scouting for signs of S. Bonds’ weeping or running any bath- 
water, but it was utterly silent. 

Josephine let out a sigh a mile long. The mother in her wanted to 
walk into the bathroom and help S. Bonds bathe herself, even though 
S. Bonds could do so perfectly well on her own. Josephine touched the 
door handle and gently turned it before letting it loose in her hands 
entirely. 

She puckered her lips together and turned away from the door for 
good. 

What a night! She thought. Josephine looked to the Front room and 
saw Annette standing in the Kitchen with her hand at the back of one 
of her wide hips. 

“See, me and you, we gon’ get into it bad. This yo last time playin’ 
with me, Annette.” Josephine mouthed an aggressive whisper and 
pointed a slender index finger in Annette’s direction while swiftly 
walking towards her. 
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“You're late, Madina! Everyone else has retired for the night. Everyone 
except Baron, of course,” Zafir, Madina’s older brother, shouted, 
sending an echo barreling through the air. 

Madina and her night servant, Emery, had just walked inside her 
sister Saphira’s Mansion. 

The mansion was positioned in the middle of the French Quarter 
and was known to the underworld as the “Chthonic Mansion of 
Three.” This name was given to the home because Saphira, also known 
as “Three”, was the third of seven witches and warlocks born into the 
Organization of Sinhood that presided over Louisiana. 

Saphira’s home was huge. It had seven bedrooms and a witches’ 
portal in the attic that could transport her anywhere in the world. But 
since Saphira was blind, she preferred for every room in her house to 
be kept in complete darkness. 

In 1850, when the home was first built, Saphira covered each wall 
inside the mansion in Black Stone: a rare mineral that reflected abso- 
lutely no light. The well-furnished house was also decorated in black 
patterns and materials that echoed darkness. 
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“You know Baron never accepts rest. So, he’s been waiting . . . and 
waiting ... much of the entire day. Oh goodness! I bet he’s in a mood 
now,” Zafir chuckled, causing the seven elongated nails that protruded 
from his neck to bounce up and down. 

In silence, Madina stepped upon a set of winding, black marble 
steps and headed towards her chambers with her servant behind her. She 
menacingly stared up at Zafir as she graced each step. His fiery red 
mohawk blazed in the darkness, and the ash gray feathers of his wings 
fluttered while he hovered in the air at the very top of the steps. 

Madina sighed, wiped her tongue clean of her native New 
Orleanian dialect and spoke like she’d been trained. 

“I’m most assured that they have Zafir. I know you all have traveled 
a long way, but a pressing matter delayed me.” Madina answered him 
passively. 

“Oh! Pressing, eh?” Zafir raised one of his hairless eyebrows. 

“Are you declaring that you’ve finally discovered a proper vessel for 
the ... emergence?” 

Iknow you havent, he secretly doubted. 

Madina snorted disdainfully in response and continued ascending 
the twirling steps. She sashayed past Zafir soon after her foot hit the 
last bit of marble and continued walking to her room, acknowledging 
no more of his questions. 

Madina’s room was covered by two sets of Black wooden doors. 
She stretched out her hand, and a wave of green and purple protons 
shot through her fingertips to speak to the bewitched door handle. 

CLICK, the door awakened. It creaked loudly and dragged itself 
open, making way for its beloved master. 

Madina walked inside her room with Zafir on her trail and snapped 
her fingers to light seven hundred red candles at once. She didn’t enjoy 
the darkness as much as her older sister, Saphira. 

Madina’s room at Three’s mansion was massive, like her chambers 
at the other six estates her brothers and sisters owned around the city. 

As it had been some months since the Seven Siblings had visited 
Saphira’s home, Madina walked around her room to ensure that every- 
thing was perfectly in its place. 

She went to her drawer, which was wooden, short, and sat beside a 
king-sized bed with silk red sheets. 
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She opened the drawer to search for her green-spined emergency 
spell book. 

It was still there. Untouched. And when she stepped away from the 
drawer, she discovered her eldest sibling, Baron, floating near the left 
corner of her bed. 

She couldn’t see him. But she felt his overwhelming demonic 
energy, which always plunged her stomach into sickness, even at its 
weakest potency. 

Oh, Baron, she thought as her infested stomach clenched inside of 
her body. It had been many ages since Madina was born into the 
Sinhood, but her stomach was still learning how to digest strong 
demonic auras. Nevertheless, Madina ignored both Zafir and Baron. She 
walked away from her bedside and slid out of her tightly fitted dress, 
in full view of her brothers and the night servant that stood close 
behind her. 

Her brothers did not blink at the sight of her beautifully kept shell, 
but her servant Emery hastily turned around and shut his eyes at her 
nakedness. 

Madina walked over to a black tub and summoned a candle to her 
right hand. She squatted at her knees and sat the candle underneath 
the tub. Seconds later, the small flame from the candle engulfed 
the bottom of the tub, giving life to hundreds of spidery red lines that 
pulsated through the tub like blood streaming through a body. 
Madina turned a scarlet dial on the tub, which spewed black water 
into it. The water smoldered like molten lava. Madina gently dipped 
her feet into the two-thou- sand-degree temperature and cooed at 
the feeling. She thenlowered the rest of her soiled body into the 
scalding water, boiling her own skin. 

Zafir lowered his flying feet to the floor and stood in Madina’s door 
frame with folded arms. He had impatiently watched her move around 
her room as if he had not asked her a question. 

Madina was one of few entities that could ignore the hot-headed 
Zafir and survive without protest. She maintained her silence towards 
Zafir and his questions, well aware that she was irritating him, before 
shifting her attention to her night servant. 

“Monsieur Emery, you will go back to the Bayou tonight . . . and 
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unchain the king of France,” she said, slowly and purposefully as her 
boiler released charcoal-colored steam into the air. 

“But madam, what’s the occasion?” Emery asked and swallowed 
hard. 

“There is a woman.” 

“Mademoiselle, this is such an . . . abrupt request and certainly very 
near to the expected parturition. May I ask who is this mysterious 
woman?” 

“MYSTERIOUS?!” Madina yelped and brought down her hands 
onto both sides of her boiler, sharp claws darting from her fingertips. 
She hopped to her feet inside of her bath, the black water dripping 
from her breasts in ribbons, lacing its way down her belly in rivulets to 
her full thighs and legs. 

“SHE IS NOT MYSTERIOUS. SHE IS PLAIN. SHE IS DESPI- 
CABLE. SHE IS COMMON!” 

Madina screamed in a distorted voice. Her chest heaved with anger, 
and the water boiled another thousand degrees. 

“Yes, of course, Queen... I meant I...I simply meant with our 
timeline and your approaching journey to Hell—” 

“YOU MEANT YOU ARE A FOOL ON HIS LAST WORTH- 
LESS BREATH IF YOU DON’T SHUT YO...I MEAN...YOUR... 
FUCKING MOUTH!” She glanced at Zafir and corrected her speech. 

“Now, as I was saying . . .” Madina sat back down and reclined in 
the tub, continuing with her order. 

“This VILE woman’s name is Sedora... Bonds... Doucette, and 
The King’s entry point will be in deep slumber.” 

“Um, deep slumber? Queen, that is such a hard door to enter. 
There are usually so many thoughts and memories that terribly clog 
the entire area, and especially the door,” Emery pleaded. 

“Yes, this is true. But we cannot risk an earlier sleep stage. I scared 
her quite awfully tonight, that rat. So, I can only assume the risks of 
her awakening and interrupting The King are too high. And now, I 
need her. I need this to be flawless.” 

“Yes, most understood. Right away, Queen.” Emery began backing 
away from Madina’s Tub. 

Always the impulsive one, isn’t she? Zafir spoke to Baron’s mind from 
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across the room. Baron’s demonic aura intensified after the thought 
entered his deceased brain. 

“And my dearest Emery, you must move fast. Time is extraordi- 
narily limited. If you foil this for me, you will meet The King of France 
instead. Take exceptional care to follow my orders.” 

Emery glanced outside of Madina’s room towards an enormous 
black clock hanging on the wall right outside of her chambers. 

He could not see the time in the darkness because he did not have 
the eyes of The Seven, so he squinted to get a better look. Baron 
watched Emery struggling to see in the darkness and decided to offer 
his help in a way that only he could. 

Barron lifted his arm from the corner of Madina’s room, releasing an 
unholy chemical in the air with every sway of the dead limb. 

Emery bent in pain, gagging on the fuels that ate at the air he 
needed to breathe. 

Emery suddenly heard waves and heavy-breasted liquid crashing on 
the floor in front of the clock. 

He lifted his head and watched in awe as Baron slowly lined every 
brick of the entire hallway wall with fire and blood. 

“My Go—” Emery uttered God’s name before his words trailed off. 
The slow-burning flames revealed a terrible sight. There was crimson red 
blood pouring onto the face of the clock from a body hanging from its 
spiked dial. 

A body that looked much like Emery’s. 

The body wore Emery’s same brown shirt and long pants, and it 
was even missing the same sock as Emery on its bare left foot. It was 
as if Emery were looking in a mirror, except the body had a gaping hole 
in its face, from which much of the blood flowed. It was also missing 
chunks of flesh from its stomach. 

Emery was no fool. He took notice of what Baron was showing 
him. Not only was Baron prepared to slaughter him for his mistakes, 
he also wanted to show Emery how little time he had to follow Madi- 
na’s orders. 

IT’S ALMOST MAWNIN’! Emery’s consciousness yelled to himself as 
he saw that it was too close to sunrise. 

Emery ran out of the room without another word as the fear of 
death by Baron’s hand gripped his mind. 
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He ran down the steps of the dark mansion, careful not to disturb 
the remainder of the seven siblings of the Sinhood. He didn’t want to 
die by their hands either. 

Emery bounded out from the black front doors and into the mixed 
sounds of jazz and yelling from Dauphine street. 

“I got to call Lavelle,” Emery said to himself and speedily walked 
away from downtown New Orleans until he came to a dark abandoned 
street. 

He looked around the street to ensure that no one could see him, 
then he bent to his knees to face the brick wall of an abandoned 
building. 

Hurry! Just ca!! No one is around, he thought. 

Emery dug deep into his raggedy brown paper bag-like pants and 
pulled out a golden glass-ball watch. 

The watch had a crystal black dial and the Roman numeral VII in 
place of every number. Emery pierced his finger through the glass 
bubble to find the right dimension, then his pocket watch dialed. 

DING! DING! DING! DING! the watch blared. Emery looked 
around him in fear, hoping no one had heard the piercing sound. 

Aman answered his call. 

“Yeah, Em-ree, what’cha say?” Lavelle, Emery’s new apprentice, 
spoke into his glass ball watch. 

“Lavelle! I need you to please prepare the cauldron at once!” 

“The what? The Ca-nan-drum?” Lavelle said. 


“The Ca-who?!” 

“Lavelle, THE QUEEN’S CAULDRON. I showed it to you last 
week, it’s in the 7th Chamber!” 

“Oh! Oh! Oh! You talkin’ bout’ dat uh...big black gumbo pot?” 

“THE WHAT!?” Emery almost spat his tongue onto the street. 

“Dat big black gumbo pot! You know, gumbo, crabs, scrimps, 
sausages.” 

“I know what gumbo is, Lavelle, I know! Oh no, no, no, ’m 
supposed to have been watching you, don’t tell me you’ve been cooking 
in the Cauldron—* 

“Yeah. I been mixing my seasonings up in there, man. Since the 
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first day I got hired in here, um hmm. We ain’t got pots dat come in 
dat size at the back of the Bayou.” 

“Tm a dead man!” Emery wailed and dropped his head into his 
chest. 

Emery realized the pot had to already be boiling by the time he 
made it back to the Bayou, or the demon, also known as the King Of 
France, who lived inside Annette’s new record player wouldn’t be 
strong enough to steal and confine S. Bonds’ soul to his realm inside of 
the possessed machine. 

Emery hurriedly instructed Lavelle on how he should prepare the 
cauldron in his absence. 

While Lavelle and Emery prepared for the looming possession, 
Madina twirled her feet in her bath, boiling away Armand’s human 
scent from her body. Then she finally acknowledged her brothers. 

“Yes, Zafir, I have found a proper vessel. I chose her tonight, actu- 
ally. She’s a young girl, innocent, untouched for sure. We will receive our 
reward soon.” 

“Excellent. We will confirm our attendance at the ceremony and 
leave tomorrow night,” Baron finally spoke, in a dark and monstrous 
tone. Being born thousands of years ago, he could not mimic the voice of 
present-day humans. 

“Yes. Yes. Baron, we can discuss the details at sunrise. I must renew. 
Now, please go away.” Madina twirled her hand dismissively to cast her 
brothers out of her room. 

Baron disappeared from the corner and took the light from all of 
Madina’s candles with him—a warning sign that he was not pleased. 

Zafir stepped away from her door to follow Baron. 

Madina pointed her finger at the door, slamming it with a bolt of 
purple. Afterwards, she slipped low into the boiler until her back slid 
to the bottom of the tub, her body completely submerged. The black- 
ened water attacked her, trying to invade her lungs and choke her to 
death—ntil it realized she was not human. 

Madina shot her eyes open, and a gray lens slowly grew under her 
eyelids. The filmy lens showed her the world through the eyes of her 
evil pet, the rabid King of France. 

With a smile the shape of a crescent, she watched her beast 


prepare his attack on the unmysterious, Sedora ... Bonds... 
Doucette. 


ob 


After a nearly fifty-minute long soak, Sedora finally stood up in the 
bath and stepped one shaking foot outside of the tub. 

Most of her bath had comprised of her gently swaying her body 
back and forth, while more tears crowded the ones that had already 
stained her delicate face. 

She wanted to understand everything that happened to her that 
night. Yet she found no relief in her thoughts—just more confusion 
and pain. And had it not been for the itchiness that the lukewarm 
bathwater caused all over her wrinkling skin, she would not have left the 
tub at all. 

The wooden floor in the bathroom was cold, mucky, and caved 
towards the ground a bit when she stepped upon it. 

S. Bonds grabbed a coffee-colored towel from a bushel basket on 
the side of the tub and swathed her body in it. She went to open the 
bathroom door but hesitated when she heard her sisters engaging in 
another tense discussion. She stuck her head close to the door so she 
could eavesdrop. 

“My God, Jo! I can’t even believe what’chu sayin’ to me right now. 

Is you tellin’ me dat muthafucka’ hit Baby Claude!” Annette screeched. 

“Shhh. Stop talking so dag-gon loud, Annette. I don’t want S. 
Bonds to hear nothin’ bout this. She already upset with what happened 
tonight.” 

S. Bonds listened in confusion, then yanked the bathroom door 
open. 

“Who hit Baby Claude?” She asked softly with a raised eyebrow. 

“Nobody did S. Bonds. It’s late. Just try to go lay down, we'll talk in 
the mawnin’,” Josephine answered. 

“Well, okay, Jo,” S. Bonds said, knowing they were hiding the truth 
from her. 

The family always hid things from Sedora that they believed would 
stress her and might trigger her into having a seizure. 
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“Netty, you want to come lay down too?” S. Bonds asked and held 
her breath while she waited for Annette’s answer. 

The thought of being alone after the night she had just experienced 
terrified her. 

She wanted Annette to come to bed with her now, as she was not 
sure if the supernatural encounter she had with Madina before her 
blackout had been real. 

S. Bonds chose to convince herself that she had somehow fallen 
asleep on the couch during Annette’s party and that the dreams of the 
interaction between her and Madina had been just a hellish nightmare. 
Floating into any other explanation was too hard for her to compre- 
hend. However, the alternative thought that lingered in her mental 
queue was possibly just as bad as the idea that such evil really existed. 

If Taint dream dat ...am I losing my mind .. . or did I ever have a mind? 
she thought. 

In either case, her trauma-filled body did not rush to find any 
conclusions. The only thing she knew for sure was that she desperately 
needed comfort. 

She just needed her Netty to lay with her. 

“No S. Bonds, not just yet. We got’sta clean the rest of this mess up 
before mama gets home. I’m gon’ come lay withcha in a little while,” 
Annette answered softly. 

“Oh, okay, Netty,” S. Bonds uttered reluctantly. 

She twisted her body around and faced her brightly lit but empty 
room at the end of the hallway. 

“Just go. It’s all in yo mind,” she whispered to motivate herself. 

Sedora pressed her wet feet onto the floor at a slow pace, but the 
wood beneath her toes felt like nothing but a narrow plank to her, a 
short-lived piece of safety that would spare her for a few more 
moments before she would be violently thrown into a treacherous sea. 
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Chapter Six 


A s if her world was not small enough, Sedora’s frontal lobe 

ordered her flushed, candy-apple eyes to hunt around her 
room for anything unusually crooked or freshly bewitched that should 
be expelled from her presence. 

CLANK! her bedroom door taunted, as a spell of air swept under- 
neath the door frame and swung the door to a close behind her back. 

“Ouh!” she shrieked. 

The bedroom door had a speaking voice that would surely expose 
where you were hiding if your murderer was wondering. By now, S. 
Bonds’ ears must have grown accustomed to her doors’ bellow. That 
heavy clanking had been the same since she met it many years ago, but 
her flitting brain distrusted the echo of the door that night. 

Her mind likened the old clanking to the sound of heaven’s door 
shutting on the rejected before they began their eternal trek into hell. 

An antique dresser across the room became the next suspect to 
receive her attention. The dresser was about thirty years old, a gift 
from Sedora’s great grandmother, Franciana. It stood four feet tall and 
was almost long enough to cover an entire wall. But the old thing had 
one single drawer dangling out of place that was too dubious for 
Sedora to stand. 

T ain't leave dat open, S. Bonds thought. 
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She cut her eyes at the hanging drawer. It was sloping on the dusty 
wood floors. 

She leaned forward to see if there was something inside it. 

It was empty. 

“Who the hell opened this! We don’t even much use them drawers. 
I know Netty ain’t open dat draw—she too lazy.” S. Bonds knew that 
she and Annette seldom used the drawer spaces close to the floor, as 
they hated the motion of bending down to retrieve things. 

She in hea’ somewhere! Dat Voodoo lady opened it! a voice inside her 
head warned. 

“Lawd Jesus,” she moaned aloud while rubbing her noodle-shaped 
arms. She was begging for it all to be a dream. For there to be nothing 
waiting to hurt her. But her fear was like rattlesnake venom: it had 
already set in, and the infection was spreading. 

With her legs as stiff as sun-dried worms, she toddled over to her 
dresser and kicked the hanging drawer closed with her foot. 

She then yanked open the top left drawer and fretfully threw 
clothes out of the way in search of her nightgown. 

She found the thick, ankle-long dress at the back of the drawer and 
snatched it out aggressively. Then she shoved her bath towel on top of 
the dresser and slipped the pink gown over her head. 

Get in the bed, hurry up, come on! she yelled at herself as if she was a 
ship captain, desperate for her crew to make it onto land in the middle 
of a mighty storm. 

She was making such a commotion to be quick that the sounds 
created by her own movements heightened her fear. 

Before her long nightgown could even touch her toes, S. Bonds had 
already dove onto her bed to wrangle with her covers. She took every 
corner of her sheets and wrapped them around her body, tucking the 
ends of the sheets beneath her toes. The sides of the sheets were 
stuffed under each side of her butt, and she covered her entire head 
with the fabrics, except for her nose, eyes, and mouth. 

The shielding embrace of heavy bedcovers might have done mira- 
cles to pacify Sedoras’ mind after the night she had endured. However, 
the sheets she had were so old and flimsy that she had to force them to 
calm her fears. She pretended the covers were thicker, longer, and 
warmer as she lay in her favorite, sideways position. 
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After she found a bit of comfort, another perverted thought mate- 
rialized in her mind. 

Ya know, that Voodoo woman is on the other side of the bed. A 
vision of the witch, Madina, lying behind her soon followed the 
thought, causing S. Bonds to feel a cold breeze run down her spine. 

She dared not turn around to check behind her. 

S. Bonds inhaled deeply, like her mother always told her to do when 
she felt afraid. 

“Calm down....Itain’treal. Calm down.” Her hands started to 
shake. 

She knew she had to quiet her anxiety. The risk of her having 
another seizure was growing by the second. 

“It ain’t real. It ain’t real. It ain’t real,” she said, hoping the hairs 
rising all over her body would listen to her. 

“Gawd, am I losing my mind?” She looked to the ceiling, sounding 
as if her throat was rusting with every uttered word. 

“Please tell me Lawd, what’s wrong with me. ...... Why can’t I be like 
them?” she asked again as a tear rolled down her cheek. She wanted so 
badly to blend with her sisters. 

S. Bonds had a pain in her heart that truly felt terminal. And the 
ear-piercing sounds of the screams she believed she heard earlier in the 
night complicated her dilemma. It all made her question if her mind 
was as Shattered as she always feared it was. 

No. Stop saying dat. Just hush up. The tiny protective part of herself 
unraveled the rope from its body, snatched the tape from its mouth, 
and tried to cuddle her. 

She listened to her kindest comrade and quieted her lamentation. 

S. Bonds closed her eyes and pushed the air from her mouth while a 
muffle of Josephine and Annette’s endless bickering distantly reached 
her ears. She squeezed her eyelids tightly at the sound that always 
made her worry flare. She had seen her sisters fight each other a few 
years ago, and she always feared that they would battle again. Still, 
surprisingly, she felt peace in knowing that they were right outside her 
door if she needed them. 

After thirty minutes, her body gradually calmed itself down. Her 
breathing steadied too, causing her thin chest to rise and fall lightly. 
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S. Bonds began to sleep, and rest took the wheel, driving her to 
deep slumber as it did every night. 

Except the restful road S.Bonds traveled was closing ahead. While 
she could not see him, Madina’s servant rushed back to the Bayou to 
do as he was told, to lure Sedora’s slumber to a sweltering dead end. 
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Emery stood over Madina’s Witches Cauldron with a voodoo doll in 
his hand and watched Sedora in her bed. Her face appeared in the 
boiling cauldron like a reflection of the moon on a troubled lake. 

Madina made and owned the Voodoo Doll that Emery held. 

She had spent six months bewitching the fabrics she used to sew 
the blond-haired doll together so she could control a fallen King of 
France whose soul she pulled from hell many centuries ago. 

She trapped the mad King's soul inside of her record player, 
possessing the object with his evil presence. 

Madina’s record player first showed up in New Orleans at a private 
auction in the Quarters around 1925 and circulated through many 
homes, taking many lives over the years. 

The King’s Voodoo Doll was the size of a mango and was bran- 
dished with green chains around the chest, waist, and ankles to ensure 
that the rotten soul could never escape. 

Emery carefully unraveled the chains from the doll and spoke an 
old Cajun spell to it. 


“Donne mo moi 

Wal sodo-plait mi na 

Jowo veines 

Moo vets s'il he plait 

La Chercher La Chercher 
Sedora... Bonds... Doucette.” 


Emery finished the curse with S.Bonds’ name. The King of France 
heard the name slip from Emery’s lips and climbed out of the record 
player. He appeared inside the dim living room of the Doucette home 
and blended with the dark shadows on the wall. He watched Josephine 
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and Annette cleaning their mother’s house, then disappeared through 
the living room wall into the next room. The demon searched every 
crack of the home until he sensed Sedora’s aura from within a small 
room at the back of the house. 

Drifting between the wall panels, he entered the room and encoun- 
tered the most intoxicating smell of fear oozing from her pores. 

“Ahhh .. .” he cooed. It had been a long month since he’d had his 
wicked fix. 

“She’s too young.” Emery whispered and shook his head as he 
watched the King near S. Bonds’ sleeping body from the undulating, 
onyx-mirrored surface of Madina’s Cauldron. 

Emery walked to a cemented sink in the chamber and grabbed a 
two-foot-long black wooden spoon to stir the thick, tar-like liquids in 
the Witches Pot at a near perfect rate. The door that led to S. Bonds’ 
deep sleep was nearing, and Emery slowed his stirring motion so the 
demon could catch it. Slow stirring helped the neurons in S. Bonds’ 
mind function at a more harmonious pace, relaxing her soul’s rein- 
forcements like a kingdom without guards. 

Emery wondered who the youthful woman was whose soul he was 
about to trap in the King of France’s Hell. His mind stewed with guilt, 
but Emery did not stop stirring the liquid. 

The water had boiled nearly to the texture and temperature of 
volcanic mud, when at its hottest, Emery suddenly yanked the black 
spoon from the boiling pot, tearing a gaping hole in the lava. At the 
same time he tossed the King’s Voodoo doll into the scorching crater, 
propelling the demon into S. Bonds’ body in seconds. Sedora’s door of 
deep sleep closed a moment later, locking the demon inside her body. 

“Yes,” Emery exhaled and fell to the hard stone floor as the black 
water suddenly hardened and froze over inside the cauldron. This was 
a sign that the possession had begun, as the doll could not be retrieved 
from the pot until the demon collected a soul. 

Emery would not die that night. 


eb 


The demon King grasped the cruelty of his works. He understood that he 
was the caliber of foe who could only pick a fight with God if he hid 
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behind a larger evil. He was nothing more than a foot soldier, one ant 
amongst all the others of his kind in the world. 

So to spite God, not once did he hesitate to plunge his long claws 
into the vessel of a being that he did not own or create. . . a person he 
perceived was not meant to be touched in such a vicious way—espe- 
cially one whose soul was as lamblike as Sedora Bonds. 

SWOOSH! 

S. Bonds felt a powerful gust of wind upon her face the moment 
The King entered her. 

“Unh,” she moaned and opened her eyes to find her mind trapped 
in a dream. 

She was on a bed with a honey-colored wooden frame. 

The bed was identical to her own, but her room had disappeared 
around her, and it seemed that she was stranded in a world full of 
never-ending darkness. 

S. Bonds lifted her hands and screwed her loose fists over both eyes 
like a freshly awakened toddler. 

She looked down at her lap and saw that someone had colored her 
sheets bright red instead of the light praline shade they were in real 
life. She pulled the sheets back and was shocked to find herself naked, 
no longer wearing her sweet pink under gown or her full cotton 
underwear. 

S. Bonds’ eyes left her nakedness, and she flipped the covers back 
over her body. However, when she looked up, she found an oval-shaped 
mirror hanging horizontally in front of her. 

In the mirror she saw herself. 

She stared at the glass with confusion because it reflected her with 
her hands to her eyes from five minutes prior, instead of the present. It 
was as if the mirror had been watching her and froze an image of her 
in time right before she looked down at her naked body. 

S. Bonds looked away again. 

“Ugh! What ...in the... world?” she gasped deeply and flinched 
when she looked back at the mirror. Now, it showed a reflection of her 
doing something she knew she had not done. 

Something she knew she had not shown it. 

From head to toe, the reflection showed her body swaddled inside 
the brown sheets in the same way she had been before she ever fell 
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asleep. However, this version of herself was smiling intensely with a 
hanging, devious grin. 

The King was mocking her fear. 

“STOP!” S. Bonds yelled at the mirror as the demon continued to 
smile at her. It deepened its grin, with blood oozing from the sides of 
its teeth. 

She turned her body away from the mirror on the bed, refusing to 
stare at it any longer. She pulled the thin blanket over her head until 
she heard a loud crack. A piece of glass flew between her legs, cutting 
clean through the covers and digging deep into her mattress. 


the sharp glass for fear that she would be cut. She sat up, and the 
sheets fell from her head. Shards of glass fell all around her, pinning 
the covers deeply into the bed and holding her tightly in place. 

“NOOOO! HELP, NETTY! HELP ME! PLEASE!” She frantically 
moved her limbs to avoid the sharp glass. 

A full minute passed before the glass stopped falling. S. Bonds 
peered over the covers and saw that the mirror had been stripped of its 
essence. The golden square edges of the frame were all that remained. 

She glanced around the room but could see nothing else, so she 
moved to pull the sheets back over her head, but then she saw it. 

A dark yellow eye, the size of a golf ball, was staring her directly in 
her face. 

“Oh, oh, no, no! Lawd no no no!” She squealed and struggled to 
pull the sheets over her head. But before she could do so, The King 
leaned out of the broken mirror and wrapped both of his hands around 
her neck. 

“AHHHHHH,” she screamed in pain as he yanked her body from 
the sheets and pulled her through the mirror, her long legs almost 
sliced to the bone on the shards of rugged glass that remained around 
the frame of the mirror. 

CRACK ...CRACK...CRACK...CRACK... 

Her body groaned as The King ripped through her being with the 
most wicked sword in his arsenal. 

And although S. Bonds was still asleep, she felt the pain of each cut 
as if she was awake. Her head and feet slowly met with one another, 
shifting and stretching more than just her precious organs. By the time 


60 


THE KINGDOM ON THE BAYOU 


her head touched her toes underneath her sheets, her back was impos- 
sibly arched. 

It had infiltrated her soul. 

Exce!ent. The witch thought as she quietly watched the possession 
from her bathtub. 

She floated to the surface of the steaming water and stared at the 
ceiling. 

“It’s almost time now. I can’t wait to see you,” Madina spoke to an 
unknown entity that floated above her head. 
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“S. Bonds! You awrite? Why is you up in hea yelling like that? What’s 
going on with you, gal?” 

Josephine ran into the bedroom with Annette and shook S. Bonds 
awake. They had overheard her screaming in her sleep. 

S. Bonds bounced upright and lunged her nails deep into 
Josephine’s shoulders. She was sweating all over her body, and her long 
braid had mysteriously unraveled. 

“Ouch!” Josephine stepped back. 

“What’s wrong with you, S. Bonds?!” Josephine’s eyes widened. 

Sedora speechlessly gawked at both Annette and Josephine, 
blowing lukewarm breaths the shade of white doves from her mouth. “S. 

Bonds talk! Why the hell you up in here yelling like dat? What’s 
wrong with you?” Annette insisted. 

“I... I don’t know. I got a real bad aching...in my gut.” 

“What’chu ate? You betta go sit on the turlet!” Annette patted her 
hand on S. Bonds’ stomach. 

“Yeah, that’s it. Let me go to the bathroom. I’m awrite. I got to use 
it, Josephine.” 

“Josephine? I’m not Josephine gal. This me talking to you!” Annette 
pushed S. Bonds’ legs from the side of the bed and sat in front of her. 
She grabbed Sedora’s face and stared in her eyes. 

“What you fed her, Jo? She looks sick in her eyes.” Annette glanced 
at Josephine and shared a concerned stare with her. 

“She ain’t eat, I don’t think,” answered Josephine. 

“C’mon S. Bonds, you prolly got an upset stomach. Try to go use 
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it.” Annette grabbed S. Bonds’ hand and pulled her trembling body 
from the bed. S. Bonds tilted her weight against Annette’s shoulders. 

“My stomach. Ooh, my stomach hurt so bad, Lawd.” 

“Wait a minute. Yo stomach hurt dat bad, S. Bonds?” Josephine 
walking behind them in the hallway. 

They entered the bathroom, and S. Bonds crashed onto the old, 
white plastic toilet seat. 

“Wait, S. Bonds,” Josephine said. 

She pulled up Sedora’s nightgown, and Annette tugged down the 
white cotton underwear Sedora was wearing. 

“MY GOODNESS!” Josephine yelped. 

Coppery blood filled her underwear and spewed out of her in 
clumps as she sat down on the seat. 

“OH! ... DAMN!” Sedora yelled and gripped her stomach, digging 
her nails into her flesh to slow down pains that lit her belly on fire and 
radiated through her back. 

Annette and Josephine gasped, stunned. 

They knew Sedora had to be in genuine pain to swear. It was the 
first time Sedora had ever cursed out loud. 

“She must be bleeding from her menstrual or somethin’, Netty.” 

“What’s hurtin’ you, Sedora?!” Annette asked. 

“I don’t know . . . it’s everything,” S. Bonds whimpered, tears 
teeming at the waterline of her eyes. 

“I don’t know... I don’t know... what’s happenin’.” The tears fell. 

“But what is hurtin’ on you—somethin’ got to be hurtin’?!” Annette 
asked again. 

“T think you havin’ bad cramps, S. Bonds. Every time you get real 
wound up and stressed out, you know your period come down. Is you 
cryin’ cause you thinking bout’ what happened earlier?” 

S. Bonds shook her head no. 

“No...no...she... she said she ... warned me.” Her words 
slurred. 

Josephine and Annette’s eyes met again, their gazes filled with 
concern. 

“What is you talkin’ bout S. Bonds? You ain’t making no sense,” 
Josephine said. 

KNOCK! KNOCK! 
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“Hey, y'all, all right in there?” Big Claude asked from the other side 
of the bathroom door. 

Josephine stood and pulled the door open. 

“Yeah, Claude, we okay!” 

“Well it’s gettin' late Jo, and we need to head back.” 

“Claude, I know you ain’t gon’ like it, but I got to stay here tonight. 
S. Bonds ain’t feeling okay, and I don’t want to leave her like this.” 

“But Jo, we can stay over hea too and—” 

“No, Claude. Until I figure out what the hell was goin’ on earlier, I 
don’t want my baby nowhere round this house or that car right now. 
Call Caine to see if he can bring yall back cross the river. I’m gon’ have 
my daddy drop me off in the morning, and we'll figure all this mess out 
then,” Josephine blurted. 

Big Claude's shoulders sunk with disappointment as he released a 
disappointed sigh. 

“Josephine, in the mawnin’ you best be home, or I’m coming back 
and—” 

“Awrite, Claude, just go!” Josephine cut him off and slammed the 
door in his face. 

After a lengthy pause, Big Claude walked away from the bathroom 
door and went to call his brother Caine to pick him and Baby Claude 
up. 

“Annette, take off her clothes. Just take everything off, I think her 
being hot is making it worse,” Josephine said as she watched Annette 
fanning S. Bonds. 

“Dat ain’t it, Jo, she still bleeding real bad. Look at all that blood in 
the turlet,” Annette pointed. 

“Ah yeah, dat’s beaucoup blood. Go get me some ice and a rag, she 
on her cycle!” Josephine said. 

She tapped her foot on the floor, and a throbbing stress vein 
popped up on the right side of her forehead the shape of a bolt. 

Yeah, she having her menstrual. Dat’s what’s wrong with her. Josephine 
forced the thought into the ear of her worry. 

As the oldest sister, Josephine had developed a sense of responsi- 
bility to lead her baby sisters when life went wrong and their mother 
wasn’t around. This time was no different. 

“No, she ain’t on her cycle, Jo!” Annette shouted. “She told me she 
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wasn’t the other day. Matta fact, she had her last cycle bout a week 
ago.” 

“Well, I don’t know what else you want me to do about it, Annette, 
shit. Just go get the ice, gal!” 

Annette reached under the cabinet and grabbed a dingy, blue rag, 
then walked out of the bathroom. She came back shortly with four ice 
cubes wrapped inside the rag and placed it on Sedora’s forehead. 

“Netty, Netty, please... somethin’ in my stomach. Feel right here, 
it’s movin’. I feel it . . . it’s inside of me.” Sedora grabbed Annette’s 
hand. 

Annette touched Sedora’s stomach and felt nothing but wetness 
from her sweating. 

“I don’t feel anything, baby. Like Jo said, you just having some real 
bad cramps, das all. Be quiet, it’s gon’ pass.” 

Annette spread her sisters’ legs to peep into the toilet. 

She placed her hand over her mouth. 

“Jo, is this normal? This girl is bleeding some bad. This is like a 
day’s worth of blood.” Annette gawked at the nearly full toilet. My 
goodness, she thought. 

“Jo...it...it almost look like she havin’ a miscarriage!” 

“A WHAT!?” Josephine spun her head and narrowed her eyes at 
Annette. 

“She ain’t havin’ no miscarriage, you know she ain’t been with no 
man. Stop sayin crazy stuff fo’ you scare her even worser, Netty!” 

Josephine squeezed at the trauma sick vein in her head. She paced 
back and forth as she contemplated that they had a little over five 
hours to get the house back in order before their parents returned 
home. 

“Netty, listen, we have to finish straightening up, and we got to 
right now. It’s still too much mess in this house! S. Bonds can sit until 
she gets all that blood out, and then I'll bathe her, and we can go put 
her right in bed and let her sleep these pains off.” 

Josephine guided her sister with advice calculated to the finest of 
her understanding. 

She thought Sedora needed the toilet to feel better. Since Annette 
was skating on thin ice with her daddy Joe, who told her he didn’t care 
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if she had to go live on the streets if she disobeyed him again, 
Josephine knew Annette needed a little less trouble around her name. 

Standing at Josephine’s side, Annette breathed a troubled sigh that 
touched Josephine’s cheek. She looked in Josephine’s eyes reluctantly 
and shook her head no. But her mouth said something else. 

“Okay.” 

Damn I hate to leave my baby hangin’. But we got to clean this house, I’m 
on my last leg with daddy. He gon’ throw me out if I get caught pu!ing another 
stunt up in here! Annette thought. 

“My po’ baby, I hate that she ain’t feeling good, dammit!” Annette 
cursed and stomped her foot on the floor. She placed her hand on the 
back of Sedora’s neck while her sister bent over and whined. 

Annette wanted to tend to Sedora, but she couldn’t, not at the 
expense of having an all-out war with their parents if they found out 
about her party. 

“We'll be right back, S. Bonds. Just let it keep comin’ out, and call 
us if you need somethin’. Make sure you flush, too,” Annette said. 

Sedora nodded her head, and Josephine and Annette left the 
bathroom. 

Two hours later, the time rotated to 6:30 am. Big Claude’s brother 
Caine picked up Big Claude and Baby Claude, and Annette and 
Josephine had the house looking better than it did before the party 
started. Yet S. Bonds still hadn’t moved from the toilet. Nor had she 
stopped bleeding. 

Both Annette and Josephine came into the bathroom and 
worriedly checked on their sister every chance they got, while both 
suppressed a strange feeling that something was deathly wrong with S. 
Bonds. 

The only thing that kept the two from overreacting was that 
Sedora consistently told them both that she was feeling better and 
bleeding less. 

But she wasn’t better. She had gotten worse by the half hour, expe- 
riencing four stages of escalating agony and... attack. And since she 
had not tried, none of them knew that Sedora could no longer walk. 

She’d lost the ability shortly after dawn. 

But by 8:00 am, all seemed well in the Doucette home. Annette 
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and Josephine had their parents’ house looking immaculate. The only 
problem was S. Bonds, who was still suffering on the toilet. 

“They ‘bout to come home, Jo. We got to get in bed and I guess... 
pretend to be sleeping. When they go to sleep, we can just get back up 
and put S. Bonds’ to bed if she feeling better,” Annette said, panicking 
at that point. 

“No, Annette, you can go fake sleep. I’m fixin’ to call Big Claude to 
see if he can get Caine to come and get me.” 

“Oh no, you ain’t, Jo. You said you’d get Sedora back to bed when 
she’s done, and you gon’ do it! You can’t just leave me.” Annette figured 
Josephine was trying to run from the scene before their parents settled 
home for good. 

Although Josephine was a grownup and had her own life, she still 
wanted no trouble with them. 

“Awright, awright,” Josephine conceded and walked back to the 
bathroom to check on S. Bonds. 

“Fox, mama’s coming home soon. I’m gonna go lay down until they get 
in the bed, and I'll be right back. Let it keep comin’ out, and when you 
done, I’m gon’ get youa nice bath and put you back in bed.” Josephine said. 

Josephine took one last look at Sedora and headed to her old room. 

Forty more long minutes passed, and S. Bonds’ body started drift- 
ing. Her limbs were numb, and the inside of her body resembled a 
carcass. 

Sedora sat on the toilet with her head tilted back until she over- 
heard her mother’s heavy feet stomping through their narrow kitchen. 

Mrs. Doucette was heading to the bathroom for sure. She always 
did when she came home from work. She didn’t enjoy using the toilets 
on the steamboats she worked on. 

Aldora opened the door. 

“S. Bonds! You scared the living daylights outta me gal!” She 
jumped when she saw Sedora. 

“What you doing up this early? Get up off that pot. I gotta go!” 

“Hurry up, Gal, I—” Aldora said, but stopped talking. She looked 
at her Sedora with a tilted head. 

She noticed Sedora’s puffy eyes, sweaty face, and bent neck. 

With all her remaining strength, S. Bonds murmured, 
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“I can’t move, Mama. I don’t feel right.” 

“WHAT?” Aldora’s body instantly chilled. She glanced down and 
caught sight of Sedora’s blood-soaked underwear. 

“WHAT'S THE MATTA WITCHU!?” Aldora raised S. Bonds’ 
upper body and grabbed her face. 

As she moved Sedora’s body, she saw a river of blood inside the 
toilet. 

“JOE! GET IN HERE! JOE!” 

“JOE! JOE! CALL SOMEBODY! SOMETHIN IS WRONG 
WITH MY BABY. JOE! JOE!” 

“OH, LAWD! OH LAWD! WHAT’S WRONG BABY!? BABY, 
WHAT’S WRONG!>?” Aldora shrieked. 

She pulled Sedora’s feeble torso into her arms, and her skin felt like 
a warming stovetop. 

“Lawd, you burnin up!” Aldora yelled. 

“Mama, you...you...burnin’ up?” Sedora murmured. Her eyes rolled 
to the back of her head. 

The searing aches that Sedora felt intensified when her body bent. 
The hours unbothered had given the creature that Madina placed 
inside her time to mature, and it did not want to be moved or 
interrupted. 

Sedora’s father, Joe, ran into the bathroom and peered at his wife, 
who had lain Sedora on her lap. 

“What—" he started in confusion before he noticed the blood in 
the toilet. 

“Joe, quick, come fill the tub up with water, all the way to the top— 
she burnin’ up, hurry!” 

Josephine and Annette both ran to the bathroom and stood by the 
door. Their guilt froze their feet to the ground, locked their eyes to the 
scene, and glued their mouths shut. 

Joe ran the water in the tub and lifted his daughter’s blood- 
drenched body into his arms. He waited until the tub was half full and 
carried her to the icy water. 

Joe looked down at Sedora’s belly and twisted his mouth in horror. 
It was no longer flat. It was bulging, hanging even, full of something, 
just like she had said it was. 
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Sedora opened her eyes again and saw her father staring at her. She 
smiled at him before vomiting hot black muck on his chest. 

“Oh, baby, oh no, no! S. Bonds!” her father exclaimed as he lowered 
her feverish body into water. Sedora’s eyes closed. 

“No baby, I need you to stay awake . . . get up, right na’!” He rubbed 
her face frantically with both hands. 

“Dora, go find somethin’ to keep her awake, ice or somethin’, 
anything!” 

“Tm gon’ grab it, Daddy,” Annette said and ran to the kitchen. 

“HURRY!” Aldora sobbed. 

Annette made it to the kitchen and cried when she opened the 
deep freezer. Her eyes blurred from the grief-induced tears. She 
knocked items over in the freezer as she tried to grab the last ice tray 
they had. 

Annette ran back to the bathroom and handed her mother a hand 
full of ice cubes. 

“Daddy, we . . .” Josephine spoke with tears streaming from her 
face. 

“GET OUT AND SHUT THE DOOR!” Mr. Joe yelled at both of his 
daughters, cutting Josephine off mid-sentence. 

Joe didn’t want to hear a word from either of them. He knew his 
children, and he could tell by their demeanor that they had done some- 
thing they weren’t proud of. 

The girls walked out of the bathroom and shut the door behind 
them. 

They heard their mother’s gruesome sobbing and the convulsions 
from their sister as she threw up blood and old liquified food. 

“What did we do?” Annette asked Josephine. 

“I... I didn’t know it was this bad.” Josephine’s voice cracked as 
she dropped one tear, then her emotions broke like a dam. 

Josephine wailed and let out everything she felt. She hated herself 
for not doing more in the first hour she felt S. Bonds was not okay. 

The girls wept for minutes outside of the bathroom door before 
they got the ultimate confirmation. 

“NOOOOOOOO! GOD NO! NO PLEASE!” Aldora let out along, 
gravelly yell until she tasted blood in the back of her throat. 

S.Bonds was dead. 
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Chapter Seven 


7 E m-ree!” Lavelle shouted, sitting on the warm black marble 
floor of the seventh Chamber. 

“It’s E-m-e-r-y, Lavelle. Pronounced like Eee-mur-ree.” Emery lifted 
his dangling chin off of his chest. He sat across from Lavelle, on the 
other side of the murder weapon, Madina’s Cauldron, with both of his 
hands lying in his lap like smoking guns that had just left the 
battlefield. 

“Dat’s what the hell I said, boy. I said Em-ree!” Lavelle huffed. 

“Listen, yeah, I ain’t trying to get in yall bidness or nothin’. Cause I 
know yall like to keep y’all happenings with the lid on the top for us 
po’ folk. But I was wonderin’ how dat demon gon’ get to that young gal 
the Queen cursed? How it’s gon’ work?” 

“Well,” Lavelle sighed, “all the demon needed was a door to go 
through.” 

“A doe? what kinda doe?” 

“This door . . . we all have a door in here.” Emery pointed to his 
head. 

“The old Cajun sorcerers call it a door, but it’s a vulnerable place in 
the body—most times a dream where a demon can come to possess 
you.” 

“Aw, wow. Ain’t that something.” Lavelle raised his eyebrows. 
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“Yes, it is. Dreams are such an unsafe place to go.” 

“Boy you ain’t never got to worry ‘bout me goin’ back to sleep ever 
again!” Lavelle said and shivered. 

Emery lifted his head and smiled a sweet, but sad grin. 

“You can’t run from them Emery. The head... brain... mindisa 
fortress, but there’s always a way in.” Emery twirled his fingers in front 
of his face, and an image of an orbiting pink brain with a single door 
attached to it appeared in the air and vanished moments later. 

“Hmph! Yeah, you right, Em-ree. I believe all’dat fa’sho, um hmm! 
Dat’s why I’m trustin’ Gawd cause ain’t much we can even much do.” 
Lavelle said. 

“See, I’m glad you tol’ me this Em-ree, ’cause I ain’t even know 
Queen be getting dat demon to kill people like dat. You can just say 
dey name at the end of that spell like you did, and das all it take?” 

“Yes, as long as the doll is kept within my possession and thrown 
into the cauldron at the right moment. That part is simple. What’s 
hard is finding a door for the demon to enter, and making sure the 
demon is powerful enough to jump into the body of what it seeks to 
possess . .. without being destroyed in the attempt.” 

Lavelle gasped. 

“He coulda died?” His eyes widened. 

“Yes. When a demon tries to enter a body, it’s like a comet trying to 
enter the atmosphere of the earth.” 

“Ooooo wee, yall doing some scary ass shit up in here!” Lavelle 
said. 

“Following behind Queen, yo ass ain’t gon’ be able to go nowhere 
round heaven after all this! I know God must hate you!” Lavelle 
chuckled as he said it. 

“Oh yall asses is outta hand. I’m quitting this job after I pay off my 
‘lectric bill Em-ree. I got’s to stay away from yo ass. You is a heathen!” 
Lavelle hurriedly scooted away from Emery. 

Emery swallowed hard and dropped his head low again. 

I know I am, he said to himself. 

“So Em-ree, between you and me, is you really fixin’ to tell me dat 
you want to spend all e-t-e-r-n-i-t-y with QUEEN AND THE 
DEVIL?” 

“Well... I—” 
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Lavelle gazed into Emery’s face as if his hesitation was ludicrous. 

“BOY YOU GOT TO THINK ABOUT IT? YOU GOT-TA BE 
OUTCHO GAT-DAMN MIND!” Lavelle bent over and let out a fat 
man’s husky laugh. 

“Em-ree, don’t let that ole wench send you to hell, no! A fool could 
see you unsho’ ‘bout all these thangs she got you doin’ for her! I know 
you don’t believe in all this bull—” 

“Stop!” Emery interrupted. 

“That’s enough, Lavelle! Don’t utter another word. I am a loyal 
servant. I love Queen Madina, and you should, too if you know what’s 
best for you.” Emery took a suspicious glance around the chamber. 

He’s going to get us ki/ed! Emery thought. He was feeling that the two 
of them were being watched by someone, or something, somewhere. 

Lavelle heard a vocal break in Emery’s voice and caught his head 
subtly shaking “no” to warn him not to talk about Madina so crudely. 

“Em-ree, let me esplain’ somethin to ya. I’m 187... damn near 
200 years old. Ain’t nothin’ Queen can do to me, quiet as kept. I done 
been through it all. All she can do is kill me for good, and Lawdshe’d 
be doin’ me a favor. I’m ready for all the juice to run out my soul!” 

“Another thing, I don’t care what dat wench say. I’m is goin to meet 
the Lawd when I die from here. The rest of y’all can go to hell with her 
if y’all want to, but I ain’t! No indeed, Lawd, I can’t do dat. I hate the 
heat!” Lavelle belted over in laughter. 

“LAVELLE! What did I just tell you!” Emery protested. 

“AND YOU KNOW WHAT ELSE?” Lavelle pressed. 

“T betcho’ name ain’t even Em-ree. What’cha maw and nem named 
you?... Yo real maw! You remember dem people dat was takin care of 
yo black ass before Queen trapped you here?” Lavelle went on with a 
laugh tickling his words and throat. 

Emery’s sheep-like posture was so comical to Lavelle that he didn’t 
care who heard him. He was too old to care about consequences. 

“My real name is Emery, Lavelle. And now you are free to go for 
the night. I’m warning you, don’t ever speak about her like that again 
in my presence.” Emery wagged his finger at Lavelle and stood up from 
the floor. 

Lavelle leveraged his right knee on the marble and slowly rose from 


the floor with the sound of his ghostly bones knocking against one 
another. 

“Yeah, I betcho maw named yo ass somethin’ like Johnny or Joshua. 
Boy, ya look like a damn Bobby!” Lavelle laughed again. 

“Yup, yous’ a decent boy remind me of one of my great, great, great 
grand-churn. Lemme give ya a lil advice before I go. If I was yo age, I 
wouldn't waste my yout and gifts sniffing up ha ole evil ass. You know 
enough to make yo own way in this swamp.” 

Emery shook his head at the old man. 

“Awrite, I'll see ya in the mawnin’ when its ass-kissing time again, 
Em-ree,” Lavelle said, holding his hip while walking out of the vault. 

“Goodnight, Lavelle!” Emery yelled at him, appearing angry, but he 
laughed on the inside at the older man’s humor—the first time he had 
desired to laugh in ages. 
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BOOM! A heavy slam struck the bathroom door from the inside. 

Annette and Josephine tumbled over their own feet, rushed down 
the hallway, and held onto each other for dear life. 

“WAIT! WAIT!” their father yelled over the sounds of a struggle. 

BOOM! Another slam came. Their mother was terrorizing the 
bathroom. 

The girls held one another with helpless stares and jumped at the 
sound of each blow. 

“TMA KILL’EM! LET ME GET TO THEM! JOE! LET ME GO!” 
screamed Aldora. 

“STOP! ALDORA STOP!” The door handle shook as Aldora 
fought to pry it open. 

A kick of her foot sent it flying open. Aldora was an inch away 
from the hallway, and she was drenched in water, sweating, crying, and 
in a rage. Joe was holding her by her large waist and shaking his head at 
his daughters. 

“YALL WAS SUPPOSED TO BE WATCHING HER! WHAT 
HAPPENED! THIS IS YALL FAULT... HOW YOU LET THIS 
GAL GET HURT LIKE THIS!?” Aldora screamed at Josephine and 
Annette. 
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They cautiously took a step back with tears running down their 
faces. 

“Ma, we don’t know what happen’ to her! She just took sick!” 
Annette explained. 

Aldora stepped into the hallway, dragging Joe with her, and cut her 
eyes at Annette. She tried to break free from her husband again. 

“Just tell the damn truth!” Joe screamed at his daughters. 

“Daddy, we ain’t lyin’ to ya, no. That is the truth. We don’t know 
what happened to her! We had some people over, and she was okay. 
Then some things happen, and she had a seizure. And... and...she 
just got like that,” Josephine sobbed. 

Aldora stopped fighting her husband, then charged towards 
Josephine. 

“Oh, I got your “come over”. Just wait till I get over there, 
Josephine!” 

Joe caught Aldora by her waist just before she could get to 
Josephine and Annette. They ran to the furthest end of the hall, fearful 
that their mother would hurt them. 

“Dora! Stop this. I just lost my damn child and you carryin on like 
this!” Joe cried and gently pressed Aldora against the right side of the 
hallway wall. Joe turned away and slammed his fist into the other 
wall. 

“My baby is dead in there! Please, Dora, just stop . . . stop, please. I 
can’t even take no more of this. My heart can’t take it. I swear to 
Gawd, yall killin’ me!” Joe patted his chest, tasting tears he hadn’t shed 
in years. 

Aldora fell to the floor and crawled back into the bathroom. 

Joe watched his wife crawl towards the bath and knew she would 
never be the same. 

He looked at the end of the hallway and saw that Josephine and 
Annette were huddled in a corner, too afraid to move. 

“Come ova here!” he shook his head as tears ran down his face. The 
girls ran to him and hugged him tightly. 

“Come on, we gon’ be awright.” He wiped the tears from his daugh- 
ters’ faces and edged them back into the bathroom. 

“No, daddy, we can’t go in there. Mama gon’ hurt us,” Annette said. 

“Ain’t nobody gon’ do nothin’ to nobody! Ya hea me? Now come see 
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your sister.” Josephine followed first behind her father, and Annette 
held on to Josephine’s shirt to enter the bathroom again. 

Aldora had pulled Sedora out of the bath and had her wet body 
wedged between her legs with a large, soaked towel draped over both 
of them. 

She stroked Sedora’s baby hair and kissed her damp head 
repeatedly. 

Joe and the girls kneeled onto the floor and surrounded S. Bonds 
and Aldora. 

“What’mo can J take? What did I do to deserve for ANYONE to 
devastate me like this!” Aldora spoke through tears. 

Josephine looked at her mother and decided that she would speak. 

“Mama, [amso...so...so...sorry, I—” Her sobs began again, 
stopping her mid-sentence. 

Since Josephine was the oldest, she knew the responsibility to keep 
her sisters safe fell on her shoulders, and the weight of her failure 
crushed her. She sobbed so hard the sound of her tears became conta- 
gious. They all cried with Josephine, in almost the same way, as the lost 
stabbed them all too deep into their hearts. 

Annette swiped her hand across her face, smearing her makeup, 
but suddenly, through her crying, her body jumped and her eyes stared 
at Sedora’s stomach. She squinted at the towel draped over Sedora’s 
body, and her mouth slowly fell open. 

The towel was moving. 

Annette looked at her mother’s hands; they were wrapped around 
S. Bonds’ chest. 

She then looked at S. Bonds’ hands. They had fallen to each side of 
her body. 

“What . .. is that?” she whispered aloud. 

She took her shaking hands and lifted S. Bonds’ towel and 
drenched gown to look under it. 

“SOMETHIN’ MOVIN’ IN HER STOMACH!” She called out. 

The upper half of Sedora’s lifeless body suddenly propped up 
straight, and her legs were forced apart. 

Aldora gasped and smiled. 

“SHE ALIVE! SHE MOVIN’! JOE, SHE MOVIN’.” Aldora 
twisted Sedora’s face and pulled at her eyelids. 
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“Baby we here, we ain’t left you!” Aldora beamed and lightly 
slapped S. Bonds’ cheeks. 

“NO MA, LOOK! It’s somethin’ . . . movin’...it ain’t her!” Annette 
screamed. She instantly ripped her sisters’ nightgown. 

“My god!” Joe yelled. 

Asmall black claw had punctured through Sedora’s uterus. 

Joe let go of Sedora’s gown and stepped over her body to grab his 
wife. He kneeled and threw all of her weight onto himself, yanking her 
away from Sedora. 

“TURN ME LOOSE!” Aldora pushed him away from her. 

“YOU TURN ME LOOSE, YOU BASTARD! LET ME GET TO 
HER! LET ME GET TO MY BABY!” Aldora dug her nails into Joe’s 
skin as he tried to keep her away from Sedora’s body. 

“THAT AIN’T HER MOVING DORA. COME ON. WE GOT 
TO LEAVE! WE GOT TO GO!” 

Joe dragged his wife out of the bathroom in tears. He knew his 
baby girl was dead, but he couldn’t lose his wife too. 

“Dora, we got to go!” Joe grunted and pulled Aldora by her 
shoulders. 

“MAMA LET HER GO, PLEASE, just let her go, ma! We have to 
get out of here!” Annette cried and helped her father by pulling on the 
collar of her mama’s work clothes. 

“IT CAN’T... I CAN’T LOSE HER. LAWD HELP ME, I CAN’T 
LOSE HERNO...NO... NO!” Aldora wept. 

The moment they reached the kitchen, Sedora’s corpse emitted an 
unhuman scream. 

“GO! RUN!” Joe yelled. 

Annette, Josephine, and Aldora all crashed out of the house onto 
the porch. They hopped up and jumped off of it, fleeing from their 
family home of over a decade. 

Joe ran behind the women and took one last look inside his home. 
He saw a small creature crawling into the hallway that he would never 
forget. 

“YALL RUN! GOOO!” Joe yelled again. 

The Doucette’s crossed over onto the next street, hopped the 
fence of Ms. Kathy’s yard, and kept running until they were four 
streets over. They stopped briefly on Lafitte street to catch their 
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breaths, and Joe kept his head on a swivel, looking behind them to 
make sure nothing was chasing them. 

The family then ran an additional three streets over and finally 
rested at the corner of Bienville and 4th. 

“Just... just try to... catch ya breath, y’all. I think we safe na! 
C’mon, we goin’ to Kenny’s house.” Joe wheezed. 

Aldora was coughing and beating on her chest, trying to breathe. 
She was heavyset and couldn’t remember the last time she had run 
anywhere. 

Joe placed his hands on her back. 

“Tm alright, Joe!” She yelled at him and crossed the street, walking 
towards Joe’s best friend Kenny’s home. 

Boom! Boom! Boom! 

Joe slammed his closed fist on the small makeshift wooden door of 
Kenny’s house. 

“Who the hell is it!? I work all damn night long, and I got muh- 
fuckas banging on my door like the police!” Kenny stomped through 
his house. 

“KENNY IT’S ME, MAN! IT’S JOE AND THE GALS! LET US 
IN! AW MAN, SOMETHING REAL BAD HAPPENED.” Joe 
cleared his voice, struggling to keep his tears in his eyes. 

Kenny swung his door open, dressed only in a pair of dingy white- 
and blue-striped underwear. He was a tall, light brown man with a bald 
head and thick, unkept beard. Joe pushed Kenny aside, and they all 
dashed into his home. 

“Joe, what the hell happened to y’ all?” Kenny said with his lit 
morning cigarette hanging from his mouth. 

Joe shook his head, and then his tears poured from his face like a 
river. 

“S. Bonds ... She dead. My... my... my baby is dead!” Joe 
dragged the truth out of his mouth. 

Kenny ground his teeth. “WHAT?” he said lowly. Sedora was 
Kenny’s goddaughter. 

“HOW?! SHE HAD A SEIZURE?” Kenny asked. 

“No. This wasn’t no seizure, man! It look like some kind of attack . 
.. or something! I can’t even describe what it was Kenny, that’s how 
bad it was!” 
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“AND WHERE THE HELL WAS YOU WHEN SOMEBODY 
WAS ATTACKIN’ MY GAWDBABY?” Kenny shouted with his eyes 
swelling. 

“NEGRO, I WOULDN'T THERE WHEN IT _ FIRST 
HAPPENED! ME AND DORA WOULDN’T HOME NO MORE 
THAN TEN MINUTES BEFORE SHE DIED!” Joe shouted back. 

“WELL, WHO IN THE FUCK DID IT, JOE? WHO HURT 
HER? WHO?!” Kenny ran to his kitchen and snatched his shotgun 
from the top of an old maple cabinet. 

Joe swung his head low and tried to speak. He looked to Aldora, 
who looked like she was being suffocated where she stood. 

“PICK YO HEAD UP JOE! TELL ME WHO THE FUCK IT 
WAS, AND WHERE IS THEY AT RIGHT’NA?” Kenny demanded. 

Kenny placed a shell in his shotgun and cocked it. Leola, Kenny’s 
wife, nosily watched the scene from the kitchen. She knew she 
couldn’t come to join a conversation like this unless Kenny invited 
her to. 

“T don’t know nothin’! I don’t know who did it. I don’t know what 
did it. I don’t know why, nothing! We just came home from work, and 
—then she was dead.” Joe said in between tears. 

“Uncle Kenny, I think she was cursed!” Annette blurted out. 

“CURSED?” Leola chimed in from the kitchen causing everyone to 
stare at her. 

“No. That ain’t possible. She couldn’t have been cursed,” said Leola. 

“Lee, you wrong. This had to be a curse! Some kind of monster 
came out my child stomach. It had claws. It could walk. We ain’t crazy, 
we all seent it!” Joe added. 

“Tm sorry,” Leola said. 

“T only said that it couldn't have happened cause dem people that 
do the vexing and voodoo around here really ain’t that powerful no’mo. 
Most they could do to ya is make you have a stomach ache . .. maybe 
lose ya man. That’s the most. The type of folks that could have cursed 
Sedora like yall think just ain’t around New Orleans no’mo. They been 
dead.” 

“you wasn’t there Teedy Lee! This wasn’t nothin’ no regular person 
could even have the power to do. She had to have been cursed!” 
Annette said. 
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“Well, if that’s the truth, take me to see her body. I might be able 
to help y’all find out who done it. Bring me to her.” 

“Oh no, T’Lee, I ain’t goin’ back there,” Annette vigorously shook 
her head. 

“Leola get’cho ass back in that bedroom and mind ya damn 
bidness. You scarin’ Netty!” 

Leola ignored Kenny and continued. 

“Tknow yall is scared, but I got to see her to know if she was really 
cursed. Trust me, if what y’all say is the truth, whatever came out of 
her got to be long gone.” 

“Leola! You ain’t heard what I just—“ Kenny said. 

“No, Kenny! If she say she can help, let her! I'll do anything,” 
Aldora said and got up from Kenny’s sunken-in couch. 

“Awright, let me go change” Leola rushed to the back of the house 
and switched out of her robe. Kenny followed her and also changed 
into a pair of pants and an old shirt full of oil stains, then went to the 
backyard to unchain his dog Beaulah. 

Once Kenny and Leola were ready, everyone, including Kenny’s 
hunting dog, piled into Kenny’s pickup truck and drove back towards 
the Doucette home. The girls got in the back of the truck, while Joe, 
Aldora, Leola, and Kenny squeezed into the front. 

Kenny parked at the top of the block on their street. Joe got out of 
the truck and stepped to the back to talk to his girls. 

“I need y’all to stay here. If anything goes wrong, gon’ on and head 
back to Kenny’s house,” Joe said, handing Josephine the car keys. 
Josephine leaned over and hugged Joe tightly. 

Annette simply stared at them and shook her head. 

“Joe c’mon!” called Aldora. 

Joe walked up beside Kenny as they led Leola and Aldora down the 
street towards the house. The neighborhood was awake and busy with 
children walking to school and laborers, cooks, and maids all heading 
to work. Everyone had a nosey eye on them, but the Doucette’s barely 
noticed in their trance of grief. 

“I’m with you, Dora. No matter what happens in there, I’m here.” 
Joe rubbed Aldora’s back. 

She stared into her husband’s eyes and swayed her head up and 
down to show that she had heard him. 
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But Joe had estimated Aldora’s emotions all wrong. She was not 
afraid. With Leola’s promise to identify S. Bonds’ murderer still in her 
ears, she was anxiously awaiting the chance to return to their home. 
She needed for there to be something she could do about the loss of 
her youngest child. 

Leola walked onto the porch of the Doucette home. The front door 
was wide open. 

“She ... she in the bathroom,” Aldora nudged her head forward. 

Leola walked in and stepped over lampshades and debris. 

She went to the bathroom and stood at the door frame. 

Leola hummed and held her hand to her chest. There was blood 
and broken skin everywhere. 

Sedora’s body was braced in a labor position. 

Leola backed away from the bathroom and looked to Aldora 
and Joe. 

“Y’all was right.” 

“My Lawd,” Leola continued, “I can see... something awful came 
out her stomach.” 

Sedora’s butchered womb was thrown in pieces all over the walls 
and the floor. She bent towards the pool of dark blood that surrounded 
Sedora’s body and sniffed it. 

“This po’ baby was cursed . . . and cursed by a powerful woman. An 
old witch that cannot have children, fa’sho.” 

“How you know all dat?” Aldora asked from outside of the bath- 
room—her head facing the other wall. 

She couldn’t look at her baby’s body all carved up like it was. Joe 
and Kenny huddled next to Aldora. They didn’t want to see the grue- 
some scene either. 

“Yall know how they got the baby in the king cakes? Well, back in 
the day, witches used to make replicas of the plastic baby and make 
wooden ones that had demonic spirits trapped in em’. They’d replace 
em’ in real cakes. Made people who ate the cakes sick.” 

“So, this witch had to make S. Bonds eat a real, powerful wooden 
baby. That’s how that thing y’all saw came out’ her. Cause they 
say, if you ever swallow the baby, you gon’ give birthto a demon. 
That’s what my aint-tee Fannie always toll’ me.” She said. 


79 


“I bet when it went into S. Bonds stomach, it just used her body... 
to drag somethin’ from Hell.” 

“Lawd Jesus... but why my baby? Why her?” Aldora cried out. 

“For a witch to do this, S. Bonds must have provoked her and—” 

“S. Bonds ain’t never did nothin’ to nobody! She didn’t even know 
nobody! She damn sho’ ain’t know no witches!” Joe yelled. 

“Last night I... I had beaucoup people over here. They came from 
all over the east bank and the west bank, and I couldn’t even keep 
track of em’. I think dat’s how this happened,” Annette admitted, 
walking up behind them with her head hung low. 

“At first, S. Bonds was around me most of the night, but then we 
got separated somehow, and she started . . . talkin’ to folks. Dat’s the 
only time anyone could’ve gotten close to her. Cause like mama said, 
she don’t go nowhere or know nobody!” 

I thought I told yo ass to stay in the car, Joe thought to himself. 

Leola stepped out of the bathroom as she heard Annette’s 
confession. 

“Never mind all that girl, just tell me who was S. Bonds talkin’ to. 
Tell us who exactly did she meet last night?” Leola’s tone was 
frustrated. 

“There’s no way I could even know T’Lee. S. Bonds did ask me 
about my friend, though. Y’all know Mrs. Mae son, his name Armand, 
but we all call him Rex na’. Dat’s the only person I paid attention to 
her speaking to other than Maureen, but Maureen was with me the 
whole night.” 

“Where he stay?” yelled Kenny. 

“He from the Tremé. I know where he stay.” 

Joe shook his head at Annette and walked past her. 

“Yall go’ head I’m comin’,” Joe said. He walked down the hallway 
towards Josephine’s old room. 

Aldora stared at her husband as she read his mind. 

A few seconds later, he came back out of the room, holding a white 
bedsheet and his shotgun. 

“Oh no,” Aldora whispered and turned her back towards Joe. 

Joe walked through the bathroom, placed the sheet over S. Bonds’ 
body, and shut the bathroom door behind him. 

“Let’s go,” he said to Aldora and caressed her shoulders. 
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“Rex stay around the old house, daddy. Remember, you gotta turn on 
North Claiborne, then make a left at the light.” Annette escorted her 
father through the poverty-stricken neighborhood that Armand had 
grown up in. 

“Awrite,” Joe said and slammed his foot on the gas. He glanced in 
the rearview mirror with concern. 

Kenny was nearly ramming their truck down the unpaved, rock- 
riddled streets, driving his car wildly and much too closely behind Joe. 

“Tt’s the green house on the corna,” Annette steered them. 

Joe saw a dark green house with unsettling wood and a small 
Chevrolet Vega in the driveway. He pulled up and parked on the grass. 

Kenny pulled in beside him and hopped out of the car. He went 
over to Joe’s truck with his gun in hand. 

“C’mon Annette, so you can point’em out. Josephine, you go get in 
the front seat with ya maw until we come out wit’ him.” Kenny 
directed. 

“Unh unh, I ain’t stayin’ in no caw, Kenny. Is you crazy?” Aldora 
scrunched her eyebrows. 

“No, Dora, I mean stay in the caw, just in case he want to go to war, 
and I got’s to kill his ass. I need y’all to stay here and keep the caw 
running so yall can just go head on like y’all was never here,” Kenny 
said. 

“No!” Aldora insisted. “I’m comin’ too!” 

“Dora, come on na’ please. Just stay in the damn caw! Kenny right, 
we got this handled. We gon’ be right out. Stay with Josephine. She 
scared. Look at her,” Joe said. 

Aldora looked at Josephine. Her eyes reminded her of wings of a 
sad, flustering butterfly. 

“Awrite. Y’all got two minutes befo’ I come in dere and drag his ass 
out here myself!” 

“Two minutes!” Kenny nodded. 

Joe and Kenny ran up to Armand’s front door with Annette and 
Leola behind them. Before Joe could knock, Kenny took his foot and 
slammed it into the door. He kicked twice until the wood was hanging 
off the hinges. 
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“AHH!” a woman screamed from inside. It was Armand’s mother. 
The two of them lived together, and she had no clue what was going 
on. She ran out of the kitchen, screeching her son’s name like the 
boogeyman was coming for her. 

“Armand! Armand!” she called for her son. 

Joe and Kenny stepped over the torn down door just as Armand 
came flying out of the bathroom, wet, shirtless, and barely dressed. He 
was in the middle of taking a bath and had only had time enough to 
slip on a pair of white boxer shorts. 

Kenny aimed the gun at Armand’s chest. 

“I DARE YA TO MOVE. ’LL BLOW YOU AND YA MAW 
HEAD CLEAN OFF!” Kenny said. 

“WOAH! WOAH! WHAT THE HELL? Y'ALL ROBBING US?” 
Armand spat with his mother cowering behind his back. 

“NETTY! WHAT. . . WHAT’S GOIN’ ON? WHAT YOU 
DOING HERE?” Armand looked to Annette and glared in confusion. 

“YOU TELL ME WHAT’S GOING ON! YOU DID SOME- 
THING TO MY SISTAH, DIDN’T YOU!?” 

“WHAT!? WHAT DAMN _ SISTAH?! YOU GOT’CHO 
FUCKIN’ PEOPLE MIXED UP. I DON’T EVEN KNOW YO 
DAMN SISTAH!” Armand hollered back at her. 

Leola stepped close to Armand and set her bloodshot brown eyes 
on him, examining his essence from head to toe. 

“Yeah, he got a witch’s aura... ALL OVER HIM,” Leola 
pronounced. 

“But if it had to be a woman dat did it to my baby, it’s prolly a 
woman this muthafucka knows real well!” Joe reasoned. 

“His maw?” 

“No, no, I ain’t did nobody, nothing!” Armand’s mother, Mae, said. 

“No. Ain’t her. She ain’t no witch,” Leola replied. 

Annette gasped and rose her hand to her mouth. She stormed over 
and glared up at Armand. 

“WHERE IS MADINA! ... WHERE IS DAT BITCH! WHERE 
IS SHE!?” Annette demanded. 

“S. BONDS ASKED ABOUT HER RIGHT BEFORE SHE 
TOOK SICK!” 

Joe winced, hearing Annette curse in front of him for the first time. 
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“What?” Armand tilted his head, and his stare drifted over 
Annette’s head as he reminisced on the night before. 

“Get out my damn house!” Mae shouted, peeking her head from 
behind Armand’s back. 

“Ma, hush!” Armand said. 

“T don’t know what you even talkin’ bout Netty! Madina was with 
me all night. She ain’t do nobody, nothin’!” 

Kenny shoved the shotgun between Armand’s eyes. 

“Lies and gawbage. Y’all takin’ us to play with and I ain’t the one, 
I’m tryna tell ya! NOW, WHERE SHE AT!” Kenny shouted. 

“Tell’ em whatever they want to know, son, make em leave, 
PLEASE.” Armand’s mother begged him to talk. 

“Yeah, you better listen to ya maw! Matter fact, forget it, come the 
fuck on. You gon’ bring us to her!” Joe said. 

“Leola, tie his maw ass up,” Kenny demanded. 

“Don’t touch my maw. I’m comin’, let’s go. I’m ready!” Armand 
walked to the front door with the shotgun to his head, unwilling to 
bear anyone laying a finger on his mother, Mae. 

As Joe, Kenny, and Leola walked out the front door, Leola stepped 
close beside Mae. 

“Listen, mother to mother, don’t call nobody bout us taking this 
handsome boy of yearn’s. My husband will kill yo son. He has kilt 
befo’. We trying to avoid allat. Don’t worry, everything gon’ be okay. 
He ain't in no trouble. Ima make sho’ yo boy get back home to you.” 

“GET AWAY FROM ME!” Mae insisted and fell to her knees, 
watching her son being taken away. 

From the truck, Aldora watched Armand fall out of the house. She 
got out of the truck and walked over to Mrs. Mae’s porch. 

“This him. This the one Netty talkin bout. We think his woman 
did it! He gon’ bring us to dat wench.” Kenny said as Armand climbed 
back to his feet. 

Aldora looked Armand in his eyes. 

“What you and dat hussie did to my child?” She asked coldly. 

“T ain’t did nothin—" Armand answered. 

“Shut’cha lyin’ ass up!” Joe said and slapped Armand at the back of 
his head. He then guided Armand to the front seat of his pickup truck, 
and Aldora went around to the passenger side to slide in. 
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“Dora, what you doin’?” Joe asked. 

“I’m gon’ sit right here next to him and he gon’ tell me what he 
done to my child.” 

“Lemme see dat.” She looked down at the shotgun and snatched it 
from Kenny’s hands. 

Kenny sighed and shook his head before sliding in next to Aldora. 

She stuck the shotgun’s nose into Armand’s ribs. 

“Now, where she live at?” Aldora demanded of Armand. 

Armand sighed as he felt the lukewarm metal pressing into his rib 
cage. He cleared his throat and spoke in a defeated tone. 

“She live . .. in the swamps.” 

“The swamps?” they all said in unison. 
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ALL HAIL 


S mall rocks leapt underneath Kenny’s tires, creating constant 
pinging noises to accompany the din of Kenny’s pickup, 
which due to its imperfections whistled as loud as a train’s horn. 

WEEET! WEEET! The truck cat-called all with an ear. 

“Pull up right dere.” Kenny pointed his ashy finger at a low-cut 
patch of grass bordering an army of trees that fattened the green 
woods. 

Armand pulled the truck into the wet spot without hesitation. Joe 
pulled up next to him with Annette and Josephine at his side. 

“CLOSER!” Kenny yelled and whacked the back of his hand across 
the side of Armand’s head. 

“Tm doin’ it man. Shit!” Armand twisted his head towards Kenny 
and dug his finger inside of his ear. He pulled out a small blob of shiny 
red blood, and his eyes ballooned with horror. 

“Goddamnit, you don busted my eardrum!” Rex yelled. 

“Oh yeah? Well, ’'m gon’ bust more than dat. Just you wait and 
see.” Kenny bobbed his head reassuringly. 

Armand twisted his head away from Kenny’s venomous threat with a 
voiceless snarl and patted pressure onto the gas pedal until the noseof 
Kenny’s truck became sandwiched in between two cypress trees anda 
swallow of drizzled rainwater. 
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“Now take dem keys out,” Kenny demanded. 

Armand pushed the stick shift gear forward and put the truck in 
park. He then placed his hands on the keys and pulled them out of the 
engine as if he was detaching a detonator from a bomb. 

“Give me dat.” Aldora snatched the keys from Armand’s hand with 
the command of a weathered mother. She was so angry with Armand 
that she had even ripped off a minor piece of his skin by accident when 
her sharp nails swiped his youthful flesh. 

“T don’t want no trouble ma’am,” he said and hastily raised both 
hands to the height of his eyes. 

He focused on Aldora’s grip on the shotgun. It relieved him to see 
that her hand was steady, not on the trigger, and that she held the gun 
as if it was a wooden stick instead of a peacemaker. 

I’m not gon’ let ya! ki! me. I know I can take his old ass, but I got to get 
that gun! Armand thought to himself with the eyes of a cornered wolf. 

“Where yo witch woman at?” Aldora asked. 

Armand shook his head from left to right very slowly. 

“Witch woman? How many times I got to say this? I don’t know 
what y’all talkin’ bout.” 

“My woman and I had just met Netty sister for the first time last 
night. We ain’t do nothin to dat gal. On my maw life, I swear!” Armand 
said angrily. 

Aldora rose her eyebrow and pushed the gun closer into the neigh- 
borhood of his lower intestines, letting him know that he’d better 
lower his tone and do it fast. 

Armand tightened his abs and instantly softened his tone, recog- 
nizing that he wasn’t in a position to get frustrated. 

“Listen,” he pleaded, “I’m sorry for whatever y’all said happened to 
dat gal, but I really don’t know nothin bout it. I wouldn’t dare hurt no 
woman. I wasn’t raised like—” 

“Get’cho sucka ass out my car, negro!” Kenny cut him off. 

Armand glanced at Kenny, but he did not move. He locked eyes 
with Aldora as if Kenny wasn’t speaking to him. 

“Please, ma'am you got the see I ain't had nothin to do with it. 
Yall got the wrong Brotha, I’m serious! .. . Just listen’ta me, I came to 
yo house and then I went home afterward like everybody else. Dat’s 
the truth!” 
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Aldora searched Armands’ eyes for truth and tightened her lips. “Oh, 

you ain’t hea me? I said get’cho ass out!” Kenny snatched his 
gun from Aldora’s hands and was out of the car in a matter of 
seconds. 

“Kenny, wait!” Aldora protested. 

When the car door flew open, the stench of frog slime and week- 
old dead fish rushed into their nostrils. The air was damp with the 
residue of three-day-old rain. And the woods were booming with the 
sound of insects basking in puddles of swampy brown moisture that had 
not yet been collected by the ever-blazing Louisiana sun. 

“Ooo-wee! It’s fonky out’chea,” Kenny declared and fanned his 
nose. 

Kenny walked around to the front door of his car until only metal 
stood between him and Armand. He yanked on the rusted metal so 
hard that—although the door swung open—the handle broke off in 
Kenny’s hand. 

“Fuck!” he shrieked, and threw the handle to the dirt. 

“Oh, na I’m fuckin pissed. Got me breakin’ my shit up!” Kenny 
raged. He wrapped his free arm around Armand’s shoulder. Then 
pulled at Armand’s large body with all his strength. 

“Get’cho damn hands off of me, man! I ain’t do nothin’ wrong!” 
Armand lifted Kenny off of his feet and slammed him against the open 
car door. 

“You muhthafucka!” Kenny yelled. He bit the inside of his jaw on 
the impact of his back slamming into the door, and blood rapidly filled 
his mouth. 

“Wait a damn minute!” Joe said and hopped out of his truck with 
his gun in hand, noticing the commotion. 

“Daddy, no! You sick! Just let Uncle Kenny handle him!” Josephine 
protested. 

“Ain’t no way Daddy can take Armand!” she said to the others, 
panicked. 

Kenny rose from the ground and pointed his gun towards Armand’s 
head, pulling the trigger as he did so. 

BOOM! Armand ducked just as the gun went off. 

Birds frantically retreated from the trees and squawked at the 
sound of what they assumed were hunters. 
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“UNCLE KENNY, STOP! REX, RUN!” Annette hopped from the 
back of her father’s pickup and pleaded at the top of her lungs. 

“Netty, get down!” Aldora ran to Annette and attempted to make 
her crouch down to the ground. 

POW! Kenny shot at Armand again, but hit a tree inches away 
from Armand’s body. Armand looked at the smoking hole in the tree. I 
gotta out run ‘em! he thought and ducked quickly into the woods. 

PEW! Kenny shot again. Armand tripped over his own feet as 
debris from blasted tree matter flew at his face. He got up from the 
ground, then ducked low so he could run towards a row of thicker 
trees. 

“Where he go?” Kenny asked Joe. 

“There!” Joe saw Armand moving between the green leaves. 

Joe cocked his gun and aimed. He pulled the trigger and shot to the 
right of Armand, just a few inches above his head. 

“AH!” Armand dropped to the ground. 

“IT thank you got dat muh’fucka!” Kenny said excitedly and quickly 
jogged deeper into the woods. 

“Ya killed em? Joe? Aw, Lawd, y’all dead wrong for dat!” Aldora 
roared. 

Annette and Josephine stood behind their mother with tears in 
their eyes, but they did not speak. They had never seen their father 
shoot a gun before in their life. 

Leola shook her head from the inside of the truck as thoughts of 

the promise she made Armand’s mother made her sick to her stomach. 

“Oh God.” Leola held a shaking hand to her mouth. She never 
believed they’d actually kill Armand. 

“T told yall to stop it!” Yelled Aldora. 

“Yall wrong for doing this mess in front my churn. Enough for yall 
to shoot one of us on mistake. Yall wrong!” She reached to pull her 
husband’s arm away from the gun. 

“Aw shit, ya missed, Joe!” Kenny yelled from the spot where he 
believed he’d witnessed Rex’s body drop. 

“I’m comin for you, ya lowdown sucka, ya hea me?!” Kenny 
threatened. 

Joe snatched his arm away from Aldora’s grip and matched her 
wrath. 
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“How you gon’ tell me I can’t kill the man that hurt my baby? She 
my child just as much as she is yearn’s, Dora!” 

Annette intervened. “But Rex ain’t kill S. Bonds, Daddy. I can tell 
by how he said it—I don’t think he had anything to do with it!” There 
was desperation in Annette’s voice. 

“But how do you know that, huh, Netty? ... How?” Joe turned 
around and grabbed Annette’s shoulders. 

“What is wrong with you, girl!? Why you defending that boy like 
this all of a sudden, Netty?” 

“I don’t know Daddy. Somethin’ ‘bout this just feel wrong! I been 
knowing Armand since we lived on the East Bank. Since I was five, 
daddy. Jo knows him too, Tell em, Josephine. Ijust don’t think... he 
would do it. Just on the strength of me, he wouldn’t do that to her.” 
Annette stood her ground. 

“Netty, we was kids then. . .. We don’t know what kind of man 
Armand is now. It’s been years.” Josephine said nervously. 

Just stay out of it, Netty! Josephine screamed inside of herself. 

“Mama please stop this, you know I love S. Bonds, but it just don’t 
make no sense hurtin’ Armand when he said he ain’t do nothin’ to her,” 
Annette persisted to Aldora. 

Kenny walked back out of the woods and headed straight for the 
back of his pickup to unleash his hound Beaulah. Leola had to hold the 
dog down on her lap to keep her from joining in on all the fighting. 

“Come on, Beaulah!” Kenny said. 

Beaulah jumped out of the truck and followed Kenny into the 
woods with Joe close behind. 

Joe stopped at his truck just before reaching the trees and grabbed 
a large silver flashlight from the inside. 

“Joe! wait for us,” Aldora called out. 

Joe bit his lip and stopped moving. 

“Leola, come on here, we goin’ with them,” Aldora called out to 
Leola. 

Aldora turned to Annette and Josephine. She led them by their 
arms back to their father’s truck. 

“Yall get in the truck and stay in the truck, ya hea me? Don’t 
follow us. No matter what, don’t cha do it. And Annette, you better 
damn well listen this time.” 
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“Y’all give us an hour and a half, and if we ain’t back by then, take 
ya daddy car and go to your Mawmaw Stella house and wait there.” 

“Awright, mama,” Josephine said as quiet tears softly rolled from her 
eyes. 

Josephine hugged her mother from the front, and Annette hugged 
Aldora from her back. With her eyes shut tightly, Annette inhaled her 
mother’s scent. Aldora always smelled like mum deodorant and butter 
bread. 

“Mama please don’t kill him,” she whispered, but Aldora showed no 
response when she heard Annette’s request. She pulled away from her 
babies, gave them one last look, and walked to meet Joe and Kenny at 
the tree where they stood. 

“God protect them, please,” Josephine prayed through her tears. 

She watched them head off through the trees until she couldn’t see 
their backs anymore. 

“They gone.” Her voice echoed until the reality of that truth 
became unbearable. 
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“Beaulah, slow down.” Kenny whispered to his hound so Aldora and 
Leola could keep up. But Beaulah maintained her fast pace. 

Having spent much of her life hunting rabbits, small snakes, and 
raccoons for Kenny to cook in the Cajun backwoods of Lafayette, 
Louisiana, Beaulah was experienced and reliable enough that Kenny 
could allow her to lead him through any kind of weather. But since 
his wise old girl had never before hunted in a swamp infested with 
gators and a witch, Kenny felt awfully vulnerable on this particular 
hunt. 

Hours had passed since they started their trek through the woods. 
They had walked around the slow-moving swamp waters and passed 
numerous lazy gators and snakes, with Beaulah tracking Armand with 
just her nose to the ground. 

However, the sun was now rushing to leave the bayou for the day, 
and they were losing the light by the minute. 

“BEAULAH!” Kenny shouted sharply and loudly, causing her to 
flinch and slow down to a trot. 
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From some distance ahead, Armand flinched as well. He could hear 
Kenny’s call for Beaulah echoing in the woods behind him. 

“DAMN! ... They still after me?” Armand pulled his hands over 
his face and heaved spit from his mouth. 

He assumed the Doucette family would have turned around, 
retreated to their cars and left him alone by now. 

“God, I can’t go much longer.” He coughed up more spit and leaned 
on a dry-barked tree. 

Armand had run close to eight miles. His naked chest felt inflamed 
and filled with fluids so dense that it hurt him to swallow. 

He lifted his head, desperate and searching for what he and Madina 
called the northern stars. The stars were a trail of dimly lit lanterns 
that Madina had strung in the swamp trees and that bordered a route 
leading to her small Cajun style cottage in the middle of the swamp. 
But since Madina had only taken Armand to her cottage on rare occa- 
sions, he was now lost and confused. 

“Dammit, I don’t see the lanterns! I must be too far back!” He 
sighed and looked behind him. 

“I gotta keep going,” he said to himself and took off running again, 
ignoring the searing pains that traveled through his body. 

“Whoooo, Whoooo, Whoooo,” Armand labored through the 
brushy swamp. 

He managed to conquer another mile, when he saw a dim, flick- 
ering light gleaming from behind a group of trees some feet ahead 
of him. 

“Thank the Lawd!” he said, knowing that the trail leading to Madi- 
na’s home was close by. 

Under the watchful eye of vultures and small carnivorous birds that 
recognized the wounded if nothing else, Armand pushed himself 
through branch and bark until he bypassed all the trees in front of the 
trail. 

“Whoo, Whoo,” his breaths cut shorter. The dryness of the 
untamed outdoor air ravished his lungs. 

Armand came upon the trees and started to step inside the clearing 
where the lanterns began, but at that moment his entire body stiffened 
and crumpled to the ground. 

“Ah shit!” he yelled as the muscles in his calves viciously contracted. 
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The run had dehydrated his body. Armand tried to pick himself up, but 
he could only raise his head and one of his arms. The rest of his body 
was beaten and needed to rest. 

“My pistol . . . I need my pistol,” he muttered hoarsely then 
grabbed his chest. He felt like a load of bricks had been placed on his 
heart. 

He shimmied his underwear down to the middle of his leg to 
relieve the heat pulsating through his body, but his heart had already 
swelled too much for it to make a difference. 

“I got to get up. I gotta get up. Get up! You gon’ die!” he 
commanded himself. 

Armand tried to raise his body once again but halted as he heard 
the bushes in front of him shuffle. 

Lawd, something comin’. It’s got to be a gator or that gal people! he 
thought to himself but stayed perfectly still. 

Armand closed his eyes. He saw Joe’s face at the forefront of his 
mind. He tightened his fist and prepared to feel a burst in his head 
from a shotgun. 

Minutes passed, and he still waited for the attack. He gritted his 
teeth and balled his fist, laying helpless in the dark, muddy weeds. 

Armand opened one eye and focused it on the bush nearest him. At 
first, in the growing darkness, he could see nothing. 

There was no Joe. There was no gator either. 

Armand blinked his other eye awake and squinted. 

“OHHHHH SHIT!” Armand suddenly screamed and tried to push his 
body backwards. There, on the right side of the bush, was a dark 
figure with a plunging mouth hunching down to hide. 

The figure plummeted its mouth wider and jumped from the bush, 
landing right at Armand’s feet. 

It sunk its long, sharp claws and teeth into Armand’s legs, pulling 
him as close as a lover. Armand’s screams of pain swelled to a 
crescendo as the wet tongue of the beast touched his penetrated flesh. 
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Armand’s dry-throated wail pierced the ominous pulse of the night air to 
reach the ears of his vengeful pursuers. 
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“WHAT IN THE HELL WAS THAT?” Leola yelped. 

“Shhhh. Be quiet woman!” Kenny listen closely to where the 
screams were coming from. 

“Quick, Joe, turn off the flashlight.” 

Joe shut the light off. A mile or so ahead, he thought to himself. 

“What!? Who was that yelling, Kenny?!” Leola squealed and tried 
to claw her way underneath his sweaty shirt. 

“Get off me Lee! You gon’ lead that ol’ hellcat right to us with all yo 
belly-aching. Can you just shut’cho ass up for once in yo life!” 

“Dat ain’t nothin but a wild pig out there,” Kenny lied. He knew 
the screams were coming from a man instead of an animal. 

He cocked his gun and slid his finger close to the trigger. 

“Dat don’t sound like any damn pig I ever met Kenny!” Leola 
grumbled. 

She wrapped her arms around his arm and turned her head to 
ensure that nothing was sneaking up behind her. 

“Oh, no baby. I can’t do this. I want to help y'all, but I’m scared na’. 
We gon’ die if we stay out here at night, and I can’t do it!” 

“Now just wait a minute, Lee—” Joe began. 

“No! I can’t. ’m sorry this happened to yall, Joe. But I got my own 
churn to live for. Kenny, come on, you got to walk me back to the 
truck. ’m going wait with Jo and Netty.” Leola pulled Kenny’s arm in 
the direction they’d just came from. 

Kenny snatched his arm from Leola and rooted his foot deep in the 
dirt. 

“You ain’t going NOWHERE!” Kenny said firmly. 

“You said you was gon’ help us, and dat’s what you gon’ do. This was 
yo idea, member? Now come on here, don’t make me embarrass you 
out’chea!” 

“Awright now, Kenny, just calm down. You ain’t got to get ignant 
with her,” Joe intervened. 

“She knows I ain’t gon hurt her. But I ain’t playin’ round with her 
ass neither. She gon’ help me find this wench that don’ killed my la’ 
gawdchild.” 

“No, Kenny. It’s awright. She don’t got to help us if she don’t 
wanna,” Aldora said. 

“If she wants to go back, then bring her. I don’t want nobody 
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thinking they got to die for my child. Cause trust, this hea gon’ get 
handled, regardless. I’m ready to die behind mine so let Leola do what 
she wants!” 

“Dora, now wait a minute don’t be acting honorary Kenny, 
right, we need Leola. More than we did befo! I know that boy prolly 
found the witch by now and told her we on her trail. We got to keep 
going. This may be our only chance to get the upper hand on her,” Joe 
said. 

Leola wiped the sweat from her face and sighed. 

“When I said I could help y’all, I didn’t know things was gon’ turn 
out like this. I ain’t know we would be here, hunting this boy with the 
Lawd knows what else out here!” Leola rose her hands up. 

“Tm almost fifty years old and I ain’t never in my life felt this type 
of worry! Now, ’m a woman of my word, and I said that I'd be here to 
help y’all where I can. So, I guess I’m gon’ see this through,” Leola 
concluded somberly. 

“But lemme tell ya, after I help yall find the witch dat hurt S. 
Bonds, I’m leavin’ this crazy man! You done showed yo ass for the last 
time.” Leola pointed her finger at Kenny’s sweaty face, landing her nail 
right on his nose. 

Thank you Lee, Lawd Jesus. We need a! the help we can find, Joe thought 
but didn't say. 

“Lee, how the hell you gon’ get mad wit’ me over some shit YOU 
SAID you was gon’ do? This hussie here a trip!” Kenny said and looked 
in Joe’s direction. 

“Let’s press on, man,” Joe interjected. 

As the grueling night churned on, the group continued to trek 
forward and came to a halt at the sight of a beaming light in the 
woods. 

“Yall see that?” Aldora asked, her heart suddenly lunging in her 
chest. 

“Yeah,” everyone answered in unison. 

“Look like it’s some kind of bug light or something,” Joe said. “Yeah, 

it do. Keep walking Lee that witch musta put it out here so 
she could see at night,” Kenny whispered. 

“I thank so too, and you suppoda be a man—you go first!” Leola 
said, backing away from the front of the group. 
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“Yo ole scary chicken ass,” Kenny scuffed and marched in front of 
Leola. 

Kenny peeped his head through the trees. He waved for them to 
follow behind him until they were all standing below a lantern that was 
infested with insects and hanging from a low branch in a skyscraper of 
a cypress tree. 

Beaulah sniffed around the base of the massive tree, pressing her 
nose to the wet ground. then she recoiled. 

The offensive smell she picked up evoked an immediate snarl. 

“What is it, Beaulah?” Leola backed away. 

“Y’all get back! She must have found something. Might be a snake 
around the tree!” 

Beaulah gently tugged on the side of Kenny’s pant leg with her 
teeth in an attempt to pull him further away. 

“Ton see no snake, but it look like the witch don cleared some kind 
of pathway over here,” Aldora said. 

She noticed a beaten dirt clearing that was man-made and swirled 
deeper into the woods. 

“Oh yeah, I see. We must be gettin’ close. Keep y’all eyes open. 
Let’s go,” Joe said and turned away from the tree. 

Araspy voice spoke above their heads. 

“HOL’UP NA! I wasn’t eavesdropping or nothin, but that there 
ain’t the trail you want to walk on.” 

“OH!” Aldora screamed and backed farther away from the tree. 

She squinted to look between the canopy of branches, but they 
seemed endless, as the tree was one of the tallest in the entire forest. 
And even though Madina had placed a lantern low in the branches, 
there was still a dense blind spot near the top of the green goliath, 
which was where the piercing voice originated. 

Joe and Kenny pointed their guns at the voice, and Beulah snarled so 
hard that spit fell from her gums. 

“They got talkin tree’s out hea!” Joe exclaimed. 

“Ha!” the man in the tree scoffed, then chuckled. 

“My name Vandivier, and I sho’ll aint no damn talkin’ tree, Mister. 
I’m one of the most senior Tramps in this neck of the woods. The 
pleasure is all yearn’s.” 

Vandivier rolled his body down from the tree and dropped to the 
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ground. He stretched out a red-handed glove with white claws on each 
of his fingertips. 

“AH!!” They all jumped back as if Vandivier’s hand was contagious. 

“Oh, my bad. I’m sorry . . . didn’t mean to scare. Guess y’all ain’t 
never seen my kind before.” 

Vandivier rolled his body back up into the branches of the tree like 
arug. 

“Yo kind?” Kenny said in disgust. 

They got more of y’a!? he thought. 

“Yeah. Dat’s what I said. MY KIND.” Vandivier swiveled his neck 
to the side as if the question appalled him. 

“So what yall doin’ out’chea?” Vandivier inquired. 

“Usually, it be the white folks that come wandering through this 
swamp. I know yall ain’t jive enough to be hunting this late with all 
them big ass gators they got runnin’ round here.” 

“Yeah, we huntin’, awright! They say some witch live out here, and 
she murdered my daughter this mawnin,” Aldora answered. 

“Oh? Sorry to hear that,” Vandivier said solemnly. 

“Bout twenty-five years ago now, she kilt me too. Turned me into 
one of her most trusted soldiers.” 

“Oh, Jesus Lawd . . .” Leola shouted. “I knew it—it’s a spirit!” 

Leola backed towards the edge of the trail and turned to run away. 

“Wait!” Vandivier screeched and jumped in front of her. 

“It’s a demon!” Leola screamed and fell back into the grass near the 
head of the trail. 

The light from the lantern cast a glare onto Vandivier’s face and 
revealed his elongated seven-foot-tall frame. His eyes were shaped like 
jewels and colored ruby red. 

His head curved into horns that burned pitch black fire at the tips. 

Vandivier was wearing a black and red jester’s costume with red, 
diamond-shaped patches sewn onto the legs and arms of the suit. He 
also had on matching shiny black and red church shoes that bore the 
same pattern. 

“Oh gal, calm down—why would I waste my time hurtin’ you? Get 
up and move away from that trail!” Vandivier shooed her back from 
the winding dirt path. 

“Move Lee, get away from there!” Kenny pulled Leola up from the 
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ground and they both backed away from Vandivier. Leola scooted 
around behind Kenny for protection. 

“Yeah,” warned Vandivier. “Yall betta get’ha cause the Queen 
gon’ know yall here in seconds if any of y’all step on that booby- 
trapped dirt. ?’'d have to hurt y'all then . . . It'd be my duty, or it’d be 
my soul.” 

“What in the hell are you?” Kenny asked the figure. 

“Well, ’m...T?ma...” Vandivier hesitated. 

“Huh?” Aldora pressed. 

“I know what I am!” The Jester angrily declared. 

“Ooh, Lawd, sorry didn’t mean to scare.” Vandivier laughed 
nervously, exposing a mouth full of dagger-shaped teeth. 

“Y’all makin’ my nerves bad.” Vandivier pulled a silky purple hand- 
kerchief from one of his endlessly deep pockets to dab the sweat that 
formed at his brow. 

“T understand y'all upset ova ya baby. But truth be told, y'all ain’t 
the first group to come true here lookin’ for a fight you gon’ lose.” 

“I ain’t got no problem with y’all being out here lookin’ for the 
Queen. As they say, ‘Laissez Les Bons Temps Rouler.” Vandivier 
shrugged his shoulders and pressed his right hand into the air so he 
could look at his manicured claws. 

“I just can’t speak for them other devil-fearing heathens that will 
be on yall ass if they find yall out here.” 

“Queen? Devil fearing?” Aldora asked, alarmed at the references. 

“Yeah. Madina is the Queen round hea, and yall wouldn’t make it 
through the night without winding up stuck between some demon’s 
teeth... or trapped at the back of the bayou for a few centuries if y’all 
get brought to the Alchemist.” 

The Alchemist? Leola said to herself. She was sure that she had 
somewhere read or heard from her aunt about an ancient sorcerer by 
that name. 

The man was said to have been born to slaves but raised in the 
French quarters as a house pet. He eventually rose to be one of the 
first masters of voodoo in the city. 

“What you trying to say, man?” Kenny asked in confusion. 

“Tm sayin’, you ain’t gon’ win no fight with Queen Madina without 
help. The only person in this swamp who knows how to pick a fight 
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with her and live to talk about it is Grean. Dat’s who y’all need to go 
see.” 

“Grean? Dat’s a ugly ass name!” Kenny scoffed. 

“How we find .. . Grean?” Aldora blurted out. 

“Got to get to the back of the bayou,” Vandivier answered. 

“Wait, why would YOU help us? I heard the old witches from back 
in the day used to be able to make themselves look like whatever they 
want, so how we know you ain’t her?” Leola protested from behind 
Kenny’s back. 

“Who said I’m helping y’all? I’m just passin’ on the information. 
Baby, I ain’t nothin’ more than the yellow pages in yo phone book.” 
Vandivier laughed heartily for a moment at his own cleverness. 

“Whew! It’s hot as hell, ain’t it?” He pulled another handkerchief 
from a different pocket at the back of his suit and tapped his leaky 
eyes. This handkerchief was orange. 

“You said we got to go to the back of the bayou? How many damn 
miles is that gon’ take?” Kenny asked. 

“No man! Not the back of this bayou, the back of the Queen’s 
Bayou,” Vandivier clarified. 

“How do we get .. . there?” Leola asked. 

At this, Vandivier bent over in laughter. 

He pulled another handkerchief—this one white—from yet 
another pocket and dabbed his forehead again. 

“All y’all had to do was ask,” he said sweetly. 

Vandivier jolted his body into the air. He spun in a full circle and 
turned away from them. 

When he turned to faced them again seconds later, his entire 
demeanor had changed. His face now was stoic, as if he’d never 
cracked a smile a day in his life, and the fire of his horns burned so 
furiously that molten lava dripped from the pointy tips. 

The master of tricks twirled his index finger in a circle, 
commanding weeds from the ground to shoot forth from the dirt in 
search of their human skin. The weeds swiftly wrapped around their 
arms and pulled their hands together behind each of their backs like 
prisoners. 

“You sorry sucka, you! Let me loose... I’m gon’ kill you!” Kenny 
yelled curses at Vandivier. 
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Vandivier himself simply floated above the ground and stared at the 
group without remorse as the weeds held them fast. 

Kenny’s dog rushed forward and leaped in the air, trying to bite at 
Vandivier’s long, dangling feet. 

“Beaulah, run and don’t come back!” Kenny screamed at his dog. 

Beaulah stopped jumping and stared at Kenny as if she was 
confused at his directions. 

“I said GET!” he yelled, causing Beaulah to take off running. 

See you later my baby. Kenny spoke his goodbyes to Beaulah in his 
head. He had no doubts that Beaulah would make it back to the truck 
alive, but he had a strong feeling that he’d never see his very first friend 
again. 

Vandivier watched Beaulah run off into the woods and lowered 
himself back onto the ground. 

He brought his hands together, pressing four fingers of his right 
hand into the middle of his palm on his left hand. He slowly slid his 
fingers across his palm, as a white light broke through small holes in 
the middle of each of his gloves. 

The light erratically searched like a spotlight until it fell on the 
bark in the middle of the massive cypress tree. At the moment the 
light struck the tree, it hit like a flash of lightning, and the trunk of the 
tree, bark and wood both, splintered open. 

“Father God . . .” Aldora prayed aloud as her mouth trembled 
in awe. 

Vandivier continued to split the trunk long and wide until the gash 
in the tree was as large as a front door. 

“Hey there, Mr. Vee!” Another Tramp peeped his head out through 
the opening in the bark and greeted Vandivier. 

The Tramps’ voice echoed as if he was speaking from a stadium on 
the other side. 

He quickly summoned Vandivier and his prisoners to walk through 
the open portal. 

“Hey there, man!” Vandivier answered back. 

The Tramp looked exactly like Vandivier, except he was wearing a 
jester’s costume that was completely black, along with a green, purple, 
and yellow Mardi Gras hat that was inseparable from his horned 
head. 
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“Let’s go!” Vandivier yelled to them as he walked through the 
portal. 

“This is it. This is where the witch is. We gotta go in!,” Leola said, 
gazing at the portal. She nervously stepped towards the tree to follow 
Vandivier. 

When she walked into the tree itself, to her amazement she found 
herself underneath another night sky. 

This night sky was not dark and moonless like the one she had just 
left. 

This sky was the Queen’s sky .. . layered in hues of green, purple, 
and yellow that moved like water and paint. Having been given a soul 
well ahead of its ancestral time, this sky had surpassed the bounds of 
gasses and simple textured air years ago. Yet, it still claimed its cultural 
lore, as it imitated the imagery of every dreamy night sky that has ever 
been painted of New Orleans since antiquity. 

“Wow! It’s like a painting in here, y’all!” Leola exclaimed. Joe, 
Kenny, and Aldora looked at each other and hesitated. 

Aldora had fallen to her knees and now struggled to rise to her feet 
with her hands still bound behind her back. She rose one leg at atime 
and walked to the opening in the tree. 

Joe and Kenny tentatively followed her. 

As Aldora entered the portal her eyes focused on an array of beau- 
tiful purple magnolia plants peeking through the blinding white light. 
The plants were cloaked in dew that appeared to be imitations of 
uncut diamonds that only the flowers’ petals could touch. 

The mystifying diamonds hung from all the plants of its bewitched 
species like small droplets of water and rolled onto the ground without 
warning—before re-emerging in a different spot on the plant moments 
later. 

Aldora took three steps inside of the portal and turned around, 
dazed. 

“How is this real?” she muttered as she beheld the Queen’s swamp. 

She looked back at the tree they’d just walked through. From this 
side of the portal, the tree was laced with electric waves of lime green 
that dazzled like small lightning bolts. 

Leola twisted around to Aldora, delighted that her companions had 
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joined her. “Now would you look at this place? It’s just amazing!” she 
squealed, like a tourist instead of a prisoner. 

Leola’s eyes stalked the bayou’s beauty in awe. 

Eerily silent, green waters from a flooded swamp basin flowed 
slowly along next to the path on which the group stood. The swamp 
water was even filled with Leola’s favorite kind of flower, water lilies. 

She gasped as soon as she noticed them. 

The water lilies in the Queen’s Bayou were magnificent and 
possessed astonishing powers, with the ability to evolve new species in 
a matter of days. 

One type of lily was born of gas but looked exactly like a leaf and 
floated on top of the swamp water, disguising its cloud-like composure. 

These were called Phantom Lilies because they often died when 
touched. 

There was also a species of lily that formed hard as a rock but did 
not sink below the surface of the swamp. Others were born with green 
needles buried in the plant's heart. Some were large, wide, and bigger 
than a bus, but old and thin like rice paper. Some levitated unexpect- 
edly at the slightest change in temperature, and others did even more 
astonishing things. 

“So beautiful,” Leola uttered as she took the magical forest in. 

The plants is glowing like a flashlight, Aldora thought in response to 
Leola’s words, her eyes chasing the aura of green light that reflected all 
around. 

Aldora stared at lime-colored droplets of dew trickling from the 
face of a cluster of bioluminescent plants that must have been born 
elsewhere in the universe and then planted in New Orleans. 

“What is this place,?” Kenny asked as they slowly walked through 
the enchanted Swamp. 

Vandivier looked behind him and smiled at Kenny. 

“THIS IS THE KINGDOM ON THE BAYOU!” He proudly 
replied. 


T he corridor of the mind that housed Aldora’s imagination 
felt overwhelmed by the miracles it beheld in the Queen’s 
Bayou. For a woman with legs so chunky they resembled the width of a 
small tree trunk and breasts the size of sweet canary yellow melons, 
her visionary hallway was, surprisingly, as slim as a toothpick. 

She could only daydream through the lenses of her lifelong stint of 
poverty, for it was the struggle that designed the imaginative section of 
her mind. Ever since Aldora was a girl, she could only recreate the 
same old fantasies—delusions that one day she’d stop worrying about 
being born a woman that was “dirt po, with no bright skin, and no pot 
to piss in.” 

Sometimes she’d close her eyes and wish that she’d wake up as a 
woman with polished jewels strung around her neck and smell like a 
rich, blended nectar of vanilla, honey, and plum. She had definitely 
imagined herself walking barefoot in an off-white mansion on St. 
Charles Avenue that she would own, and occasionally she’d do the 
forbidden—waste a day—by taking a lay on a blueberry-colored chaise 
while her mother Stella would tell her stories about the days she strug- 
gled to work in the strawberry fields of Ponchatoula . . . just in case she 
needed a reminder to cherish their riches. 
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Aldora imagined that she’d marry the man of her dreams, instead 
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of the man who could afford her expenses, and that every little brown 
baby she would bear would have a chance to be more than what she 
was. For years she had imagined nothing greater than this, but seeing the 
wonders of the spell-tickled swamp brought an end to this long era of 
imagination imprisonment. 

The hold that poverty had on Aldora’s ability to dream beyond her 
oppression was broken on impact. Her mind was now given the 
freedom to bounce off ceilings that weren’t so low. 

Kenny, on the other hand, didn’t care to feel any sort of imaginative 
liberation. He felt the wind spin inside his earlobes one too many 
times before he started cussing at it. 

“Stop fuckin wit’ me.” He swatted his finger back and forth 
through a hole in the vigorous vines that bound him. 

Kenny tightly compressed his fists and turned his mouth inside out 
so he could scowl at what he had convinced himself were unruly ghosts 
caressing the sensitive hairs in his ear. 

Most folks who discovered the Queen’s Bayou only knew the wind 
as a blessing that caused the sweat on their backs in the summertime 
to disappear. .. or as a vile gust that tore the asphalt off of their roofs 
when The Gulf got hot during hurricane season.But the wind in 
the Bayou was of a different species: it moved as ifit had 
intelligence, one good eye, and a brain to hold onto whatit saw. 

It had so much soul that it had even been given a name. The wind 
that wanted to agitate Kenny was called Marrero, but former currents 
of wind had borne other names before they died out. 

The Queen’s Bayou was a known reviver of the sterile mind. No 
matter how dead, mutilated, or bruised an imagination was that came 
to it, there wasn’t one that witnessed these prolific freedoms of nature 
and expansions of ability and purpose that was not restored to health. 
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BURRMMMMPT! A low bass steam whistle blared through the sky 
above their heads. Aldora saw charcoaled-colored smoke rising over 
the trees and instantly knew where the noise was coming from. 

That sounds like a steamboat horn, she thought. 
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After working as a cook on the Mississippi riverboats for 15 years, 
Aldora could recognize that old whistle in her dreams. 

Joe turned to her with a look of bewilderment. “Is that a—” 

“Yeah. I thank so,” she answered. 

“We comin up on the east side of the Bayou now. Mawnin’ be here 
soon. We got to hurry up before everybody start movin and shufflin. 
Stay close to me and be real quiet,” Vandivier cautioned. 

Aldora kept her head forward while her heartbeats quickened in 
her chest. They’d walked most of the night away, and she feared what 
the morning would bring. Especially since small pockets of light were 
gradually starting to brighten the woods, causing clusters of well-rested 
insects to begin flying over their heads like shooting stars. 

I know that wasn't a blue firefly, was it? she said to herself as she 
caught a blue bug intimately flicker its gold-plated wings close to 
her ear. 

Aldora then tilted her head towards the eclipsed sky to see it 
awaken as well. They thought the painted-on sky they had watched 
much of the night was in its most handsome form, but it too had just 
been resting. 

The sun drew closer to the day, and the sky slowly welcomed 
powerful wavelengths of berried purple, leafy green, and lemon yellow 
that swung erratically in the atmosphere and brightened by the half- 
hour. The colorful sky ripples looked like Cajun cousins of the 
Northern Lights. 

BUM! BUM! A trumpet sounded in the woods as if it were testing 
its voice. A moment later, the rattle of an entire 1920s-inspired jazz 
ensemble broke into the sky, traveled through the air, and grew louder 
as they came closer to what sounded like a band playing on Canal 
Street. 

“Shoot! They already up .. . get ready and remember what I said. 
Be real quiet!” Vandivier frantically announced, as if the awakening of 
the Kingdom terrified him. 

Get ready for what, what’s comin’!? Aldora pondered in fear. She 
sloped her head to the side and gazed beyond the back of Vandivier’s 
head, but she only saw a group of thick trees that obstructed her view. 

A few moments later, they reached the huddled trees, and one at a 
time squeezed their bodies through the middle of prickly, unruly 
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branches until they were standing on a grassy, but tree-cleared river- 
bank that exposed an undiscovered world. 

There was a great gaping river that had split the Queen’s swamp 
right down the middle. 

There were also two steamboats on the river water. Docked about 
five hundred feet in front of them was the first vessel, a boat named 
the “Trampified.” The Trampified Steamboat was painted dirty grey 
and had just three floors, including two decks—an upper and a lower— 
with the captain’s house residing on the very top deck. There were 
also two skinny smoke stacks ventilating the steam from the boat 
engine. 

The Trampified was slow, traveling not much more than the speed 
of float, and was the grandpa of the river. 

Already sailing up the river there was also another vessel, with 
bright, iridescent red paint and the name “To Hell and Back” painted 
in white on its side. To Hell and Back was cruising between two solid 
gold fleur-de-lis pillars that reflected glares from the sun like two 
lighthouses. 

But it was behind those pillars that their eyes met the Ace of divine 
beauty, the youngest and most magnificent wonder of the world: Madi- 
na’s Kingdom. 

“Oh Lawd, I ain’t no mo good! Where is we at? Am I dreamin?” Joe 
stuttered and froze. 

Madina’s kingdom was flat and spread over thousands of acres of 
marshland that—quite literally—floated on the water underneath. It was 
the first marshland of its kind to ever have come into existence. 
Although the marsh had no roots bonding it in the earth, it still had 
long-spun leafy coils that were as strong as titanium, as buoyant as a 
vessel, and allowed the marshland to be practically unsinkable. 

Like the head of a pelican, the very front of the kingdom carried a 
massive white-golden palace positioned two nautical miles behind the 
golden pillars. Madina was a paranoid Empress, so her army of Jesters, 
who she called Tramps, guarded everything from the forest to the river 
on a restless schedule. Before one could enter the mainland, they had 
to pass between the two twenty-five-feet stone pillars anchored deep 
inside the river’s bed. 

When first designed, the pillars were watchtowers akin to Posei- 
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don’s trident, but instead of a spear, two giant golden fleurs de Lis were 
placed at the very top of the twin columns to head them. 

The watchtowers were the Queen’s most potent defense. They 
were built to withstand anything from war to hurricanes, and they 
lacked blind spots, so her Tramps could peer over the entire kingdom 
from any direction. 

Aldora gazed over the land with awe, a chill running up her spine. 
She felt quite small, no bigger than a freshly born red ant. 

“The witch... she in there?” she muttered and gestured her head 
forward. 

“Mmhmph. More than likely, unless she out handlin’ bidness. But her 
parade startin’ soon, so she gon’ be back.” Vandivier hummed and 
bobbed his head. 

“Oh, my gee,” Leola whispered. “Who is this Madina lady? She 
made all this?” Leola asked. 

“VANDIVIER! WHERE YOU WAS ALL MAWNIN?” A Tramp 
called from the highest deck of the Trampified and coolly waved his 
hand in the air. 

The Tramp then marched to the edge of the deck and flipped his 
body into the sky. He plunged like a falling airplane but performed a 
spin of a master gymnast before landing gracefully on the tip of his 
toes. With a satisfied smile on his face, he started walking towards 
them. 

“Shh, I'll explain everythang later, just be quiet,” Vandivier whis- 
pered to them. 

“Dat’s my buddy, Perry,” Vandivier announced loudly to the group. 
“He gon’ give us a ride.” Then, more quietly, Vandivier said, “Y’all just 
keep ya heads down and be quiet.” 

What is he doin? Is he tryna hurt us or what? Aldora thought but kept 
her mouth shut, deciding to trust the devil she already knew. 

She stared at the grey boat and found the source of the Canal 
Street blues she had heard earlier. 

“Van! Ya heard me? I said where you been at all mawnin’? Scoot and 
Lowdown ain't want you in no trouble, so they lied and toll the 
General you was stuck on the turlet and dat you was gon’ be late today. 
But General lookin for you in dere right na.” Perry pointed towards 
the woods. 
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Perry looked a lot like Vandivier since they shared the same rank. 
Their costumes of the day were always designed exactly alike, and their 
facial features were also identical. However, since Perry was younger, 
about 100 years or so, his horns were shorter, and he wasn’t tall like 
Vandivier. Nor did he carry Vandivier’s long feet. 

“Oh yeah? I was uh, at the uh— 

“Mmhmph,” Perry shook his head up and down. He had a dreadful 
habit of interrupting people while they were talking. 

“Where you foundt them at? You boutta bring ’em to the 
Alchemist?” Perry pointed at the Doucettes. 

“Yeah.” 

“Oh, I'll bring em’ if you want, I’m on my way dere too.” He moved 
towards Leola. 

“No!” Vandivier yelped and jumped in front of her. 

“Ton need you to do allat. Just bring us to the city cause I got to 
bring ’em to the Queen first anyways. She say she wants to see them, so 
I’m gon’ bring ’em.” 

Perry tilted his horned head to the side. 

“Why she want see them?” Perry lifted his charred eyebrows in 
confusion. 

“WELL GOT DAMN! I don’t know, Perry! OI nosy self. Now is 
you bringin us or what, cause you holdin’ me up. I got to get back to 
my post fo the General find me out here lolly-gaggin witchu!” Vandi- 
vier said in frustration. 

Perry jerked his neck back and stepped aside so Vandivier could 
escort the group towards the Trampified. 

“Awright, then. Damn, just seein!” Perry said and thought nothing 
of Vandivier’s outburst until a strange smell crawled up his nose when 
his old friend passed in front of him. 

It was fear, that of a human, and something else. Perry was used to 
the stench that humans gave off when they were terrified, but not from 
Tramps, and especially not from a high-ranking Tramp like Vandivier. 

What he scared fo? Must be worryin bout the General, Perry thought and 
shrugged the smell off. 

Perry walked to the waist of an ancient tree to unwrap a thick rope 
that the Trampified was bound to, then turned to walk back to the 
boat. 


He walked past the group and jumped on top of the lowest deck. 

“Here,” he gestured to Vandivier and threw down a large, door- 
sized wooden plank that was supposed to act as a ramp for them to 
board. Vandivier took the plank and leaned it against the boat on an 
angle. 

Joe boarded first. 

“Woah! Be careful, na,” Joe exclaimed as the plank sagged under his 
weight and that of the others who were shuffling slowly up the 
makeshift bridge. 

After they had all boarded, Vandivier pulled the plank from the 
land and guided the group towards the main deck, a wide-open space 
in the very front of the boat. Perry disappeared to the top of the 
Trampified to ready the boat for the voyage to the kingdom. In his 
previous life, Perry was one of the first black men in New Orleans who 
had learned how to operate a steamboat, and before the night he met 
Madina, he had sweet dreams of one day owning a vessel of his own. 

Even an old run-down antique like the Trampified would have 
become his greatest pride and joy. 

The inside of the Trampified was painted in the same pale gray as 
the outside of the boat, and the walls had been stripped clean of 
anything that might have made it pleasant for passengers. There was 
no dining hall and no pretty little tables with white cloths and cour- 
teous waiters. It had been made almost entirely standing room only so 
that Madina could fit as many souls onto the boat as possible. 

Vandivier led the group to a long, frail, black wooden bench on the 
main deck. Since the Trampified delivered people of different ages and 
backgrounds to Madina every day, the bench served as a seat for trav- 
elers who could not stand while the boat cruised to the city. 

“Yall should sit down. This where y’all gon’ get the best views of 
the Queen’s Bayou fa’sho,” Vandivier suggested as he felt the boat 
begin to move. 

Perry pulled the steamboat away from the riverbank, smearing a 
mixture of algae and plucked grass off the top of the sparkling green 
river water like icing above a cake. 

“So what’s yo deal, man? You call yoself helping us na’?” Kenny 
stood in front of Vandivier. 
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He felt confused by Vandivier’s behavior. One minute, Vandivier 
seemed harsh with them, and the next, he appeared protective. 

“For the last time, I ain’t helping yall. I’m just making’ sure y'all get 
where y’all need to go.” 

“Well, whether you help or not, I’on trust yo ass. I thank you 
hiding something,” Kenny scoffed. 

Just cool it, Kenny! Joe gave his friend a look that told him to calm 
down. 

Joe didn’t trust Vandivier either, but he knew they had no leverage 
and no business threatening a demon, no matter how suspicious he 
might seem. 

“This place round the interstate, ain’t it?” Joe asked Vandivier, 
changing the subject. 

“Yeah,” Vandivier answered. 

“How, tho? .. . How can this be here and don’t nobody from the 
city know?” Joe asked. 

“Dem white folks who claim they found New Orleans was placed 
under some kind of witch’s spell back in the day. They couldn’t never 
find the land when they came out here. So, the man who made the 
maps wound up sayin’ these woods wudn’t more than 20 somethin’ 
thousand acres, but that ain’t right. It’s way mo then dat.” 

“Oh, yeah, fa’ sho” said Joe. 

Joe continued to attentively listen to Vandivier while the boat 
sailed straight down the center of the River. The burnt coral sun had 
finally awakened and peeped over the skyline to watch the boat churn 
towards the city. 

The Trampified was so worn that it sailed at a snail’s speed; it 
would take them nearly thirty minutes to arrive at the Kingdom. 
However, the slow pace gave them the perfect opportunity to meet the 
royals that could not speak: the animals, insects, and plants that the 
river had raised. 

The smooth river was crowded with gigantic magnolia flowers, 
some the length and width of wheels, that swayed gently in the water. 

“OH, DAT’S JUST BEAUTIFUL” Leola squealed. She got upfrom 
the bench and walked to the back ledge of the boat as it passedthe 
beauties. Joe walked beside her with complete disbelief at the size 


of the thin petaled plants, and as he looked a little closer, he noticed 
two swinging tails swimming next to the boat. 

“Gators!” he said and stalked the sharp-tailed beasts with his eyes. 
One of the gators had a lime green birthmark stretching down its 
back. It crept its head out of the water as if it heard Joe call them out, 
and afterwards, both of the animals vanished somewhere underneath 
the boat. 

Seconds later, Joe glanced across the river and saw two 20-foot 
gators with conjoined bodies, two heads, and two tails climbing onto 
the muddy bank of the river. 

“Oooh shit!” Joe said as he noticed the Gators were attached. 

“Joe, is that the same one?” Leola asked from behind him as she 
recognized the lime green mark running down the left side of one of 
the gators’ backs. 

“No, can’t be. They wouldn’t have been able to get all the way over 
dere that fast.” 

“Oh yeah, dat’s them, and they ain’t no regular gators. Dat’s gator, 
cottonmouth, and green viper mix, and they swim real fast. You don’t 
want to be anywhere round the water if they in dere,” Vandivier 
answered. 

“Aw shit, get back, Lee! They got super gator’s out here! Is we safe on 
the boat!?” Joe asked, alarmed. 

“Yeah, we safe! Y'all is some scary, dat ain’t nothin but aluh’ baby, 
anyway. Y’all should see the daddy,” Vandivier said while chuckling at 
their shock. 

The Trampified then passed by a black swan resting in the middle 
of an enormous magnolia flower, which was transporting the swan 
down the river like a yellow cab. The swan was a beauty, with translu- 
cent black feathers that artfully laid on top of its natural fluff. Its wings 
resembled decorative black lace when they were extended. 

“Aw I can’t take it, Kenny, I want one!” Leola exclaimed. 

Leola then hurried to the other side of the boat as an abnormally 
large Trumpeter Swan relaxed on top of the water, riding the cool wave 
created by the wind. The fearless swan had its back turned away from 
the direction of the current and from the blinding rays of the sun as if 
it had no time to address the powers of the morning, but its wingspan 
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was so large that it appeared to be cuddling the daylight as it floated 
backward. 

“Where the fuck you gon’ go wit’ a bird, Lee? You already got 
enough stupid shit in my house. And anyway, I hope you go sat yo ol’ 
impressionable ass down somewhere. We at war! We ain’t here to 
muthafuckin’ sightsee! ,” Kenny said from the other side of the boat. 

Leola dropped her head like a scolded child and tried to resist the 
urge to look back out into the water. 

“Look at, ha! She too excited. The first time I came here, I was so 
excited too, just like you gal,” Vandivier said with a sad smile. 

He then lowered his voice as if telling a well-kept secret. 

“But yall do know... . dat when yall get to the bayou, it’s gon’ start 
looking like Bourbon on Halloween night . . . and y’all gon’ have to 
look the part.” As he said this, Vandivier pulled from his pocket a 
purple cloth the length of a baby’s blanket and as smooth as melted 
silk. 

“You mean everybody gon’ be dressed up?” Aldora angled her neck 
to the side. 

Vandivier paused before answering her question. He made a tight fist 
and slowly dragged the purple cloth through a small hole in his closed 
hand. The material touched the leather of his glove and instantly 
ignited a spark that shot from the insides of his palm as if the friction 
between the fabrics were as combustible as a red firecracker. 

“Yeah. Cept it ain’t gon’ be pretend,” he finally answered. 

“And? get to the purnt! What'cha tryna say?” Kenny said in an irri- 
tated tone. 

Vandivier exhaled deeply and shook his head. 

He turned away from them, obstructing their view of the blanket 
as he gently folded the silk into four even triangles. Vandivier then 
took a step to the side to show them what was happening. He let go of 
the cloth, and instead of the silk drapery plummeting to the ground; it 
was laying diagonally on top of the air. 

“What the hell is that?” Kenny asked. 

“The only way yall gon’ get to the back of the bayou without 
gettin’ caught,” Vandivier said seriously. 

He snapped his fingers, and suddenly the blanket unraveled itself. 


They watched as the triangles fell into pointed corners and dangled in 
the air, moving with the feather-haired wind. 

“Oh, wow,” Leola said and stepped forward. 

There were more than a dozen miniature masquerade masks neatly 
pinned to the silk. Vandivier then waved his hand in and out of the air 
as if he was sewing a quilt, and the vines fell from the captives’ wrists, 
withering to nothingness. 

“Come on, choose one,” he told them. 

How he fit a! ‘at in dat skinny ass costume? Kenny thought with a raised 
eyebrow. 

“Now looka here, we ain’t got much time left before we pull up to 
the city. I need all four of y’all to pick a mask and wear it till yall get by 
Grean. It’s gon’ make yall look like the rest of us, and after yall see 
Grean, y’all can take em’ off.” 

“Why you talkin’ like you ain’t bringing us to Grean yoself ?” Aldora 
asked suspiciously. 

“Cause I ain't,” Vandivier blurted out. 

“T see yall tryna get me kilt.” Vandivier raised his hand to his thin 
chest and frowned as if he was appalled. 

“Only time a Tramp go to the back of the Bayou is when it’s time 
for us to bring some nappy headed dap daddy to the Muddy Grave- 
yard. Ya'll got to go back there by y’all self, or it ain’t gon’ look right.” 

“Tf y'all don’t want to get caught by the other Tramps, y'all got to do 
sometin’ we call around hea as, pickin’ yo rebirth.” 

“Rebirth?” Aldora asked. 

“Yeah. In the Queen’s Bayou, ain’t nobody allowed to stay as they 
came. Back in the day when this whole thang started, the Queen 
brought men, women, and churn in from the city, and forced em’ to go 
to the Alchemist, so they could change.” 

“He would gon’ head and turn man into something real strange and 
send us back in the town as a whole new thing. Then, the Queen 
would give us a new name and call it a new era, or a rebirth.” Vandivi- 
er’s eyes swelled as he thought about how it happened to him. 

“So dat’s why you so got damn ugly?” Kenny asked. 

Leola threw her shoulder into Kenny’s arm. 

“Stop it. Don’t you see, he hurtin’,” she whispered. 

“Correct,” Vandivier answered Kenny. 
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“Listen, trickster, I ain’t putting no mask on. I don’t want to look 
nothin’ like you. There got to be another way in dere cause I ain’t doin’ 
it!” Kenny said. 

“THERE AIN’T NO OTHER WAY!” Vandivier shouted, beads of 
sweat appearing on his forehead. 

“Plus, ain’t none of these masks gon’ make y'all look or feel as bad 
as me. These masks ain’t nothin but a trick, and when y’all get to the 
back of the bayou, y’all can take em’ off.” 

“How we know these masks ain’t gon’ change us foreva?” Aldora 
asked. 

“Tt ain’t. It’s just a costume that look a lil mo’ real. Come on, na’, 
y all don’ came this far.” 

Aldora sighed and looked at the purple cloth. She reached to unpin 
a sky-blue miniature mask with black swirls stitched around the outer 
lining of it. 

CLINK, the mask sounded as it left the cloth. 

Aldora placed the tiny mask in the center of her palm, and at first, 
it felt as light as a penny, until it grew. 

“Tt’s comin alive!” Aldora shrieked. 

The mask stretched itself on all sides to create the dimensions that 
would match the size of her almond-shaped eyes, full face, and broad 
nose. Aldora waited until the mask finished inflating itself, then she 
pressed it onto her skin. 

The mask immediately turned the shaft of her sponge curls into an 
electrifying blue. 

“Ohhh, Lawd!” Aldora pulled the tips of her hair to the front of her 
face. She saw smoke rising from the ends of her hair like the wick of a 
twice-burned candle. 

“Don’t worry, it’s burnin, but you ain’t losing not a string. It’s just an 
illusion.” 

“Now the rest of ya,” Vandivier insisted. He fanned his sweaty neck 
with one hand and glimpsed towards the front of the boat to see how 
close they were to the city. 

They were less than five minutes away. 

“Awrite,” Joe said and reached for a mask that had been designed to 
mirror two personalities. A trim of gold separated two dazzling colors on 
the face of the mask: burned orange on the left side and glossy 
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black on the right. Joe placed the mask onto his face, and it sank into 
his skin like quicksand. Suddenly, black and orange sparks shot out of 
the mask, followed by a black smoke cloud that smothered his entire 
head. 

“WAIT, I CAN’T SEE! I CAN’T SEE!” Joe shouted while they all 
coughed at the fumes. 

When the smoke cleared, Joe threw his hand to the left side of his 
face, feeling a strange tingle under his skin where the orange side of 
the mask sat. His fingers squeezed what felt like a metal plate that 
covered his eyes and cheeks. Joe tried to touch the mask's right side, 
but he found nothing there, just a pitch black hole. So, his hand went 
straight through the crater in his face. 

“Oh, brotha, that’s the one right dere,” Vandivier said. 

“WHERE MY FACE!?” Joe yelled as he moved his hand in and out of 
the hole. 

“Stay cool Joe, it’s there . . . just hidin’ underneath the illusion. 
Soon as you take the mask off, it’s gon’ come right back.” 

“Oh, fuck no! I ain’t putting that shit on me. Where the rest of Joe 
face!?” Kenny shouted vehemently and backed away from Joe. 

“And watch, they gon’ send yo ass right to the alchemist so he can 
turn you into something more interesting. This is just how this works, 
brotha,” Vandivier said nonchalantly. 

“Man, I don’t know whether to be scared or what,” Joe said as he 
dipped half of his arm inside his face. 

“Fuck!” Kenny yelled and contemplated taking his chances without 
the disguise. 

“Well alight, give it here!” Kenny conceded. 

Vandivier passed a silver mask with small colored dots sewn all over 
it. Kenny hesitated for a second to allow the mask to enlarge before he 
pressed it onto his face. 

“I don’t feel nothing,” Kenny said. Then a black material oozed 
from his skin and unwound around his body in the shape of a well- 
tailored suit. The colored dots on the mask lit up, and sparkling dots 
popped up all over the suit as well. 

Kenny looked like he was going to a wedding at a circus. 

“You look nice; I like dem colors,” Leola joked. 
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“Oh, shut the hell up, Lee. ’'m gettin sicka yo pickey head ass,” 
Kenny said. 

Leola laughed and covered her mouth. 

“Awrite, my turn,” Leola looked at the rest of the masks. There 
were well over a dozen left. 

“I want that one.” She pointed to a mask that was red with elabo- 
rate green trimmings. The mask had blood-red costume jewels embroi- 
dered close to the eye area, with a pattern of lacy green trim lining 
each ornament. 

Vandivier picked up the mask for Leola and placed it in her hand. 

“This mask was made in 1914 by la Princesse de Guerre, The elder 
Witch Carmella. She the Queen's oldest sister.” 

“The wench got a sister that’s a witch too?” Leola asked, surprised. 

“Yeah. Three of ‘em! And three witch brothas . . . they call them- 
selves warlocks.” 

“Oh, Lawd! They got a whole team.” Joe exhaled deeply. 

“they live round here too?” Aldora asked. 

“Oh no, they come and go. I thank the only time they really come 
here is every year round MardiGras time. Dat’s when I see em.” 

Princess of war, Leola translated the French in her head as she 
pressed the mask onto her face. 

“Ooo!” she moaned in pain and closed her eyes. 

“Dat one dere sting a bit, don’t it?” Vandivier chuckled. 

When Leola opened her eyes, she blinked, and her eye color turned 
the shade of a green apple. Above her head, a small red crown 
appeared like a mirage in the desert. 

“What it look like?!” Leola asked happily. 

Vandivier swung his head towards the Kingdom as the boat neared 
the fleur-de-lis towers. He then shifted his attention back to Leola and 
dug into his back pocket to pull out a small red compact mirror. 

He pushed the mirror towards Leola’s face for only a few seconds 
and shoved it back into his pocket. 

“Damn, I look... mean,” Leola said. 

“Humph,” he agreed with a fast hum and turned to stare at the 
towers again. 

“Awrite, yall sit down. We bout to pass the watchtowers. I know y'all 


can’t see cause it’s solid gold, but they got guards in them fleurs de Lis. 
They watchin us right na’, and if they thank somethin’ is up, they gon’ stop 
the boat before we get in. Put y'all heads down and don't talk to each otha.” 

Aldora, Joe, Kenny, and Leola quickly turned in obscure directions 
to conceal their faces. 

Vandivier nodded his head at the Tramps he knew were intensively 
staring at them, while the boat slowly crawled between the pillars. 

At every hour of the day, there were always two Tramps in each 
watchtower. They observed everything in the water and everything 
coming towards the Kingdom. 

Vandivier took a few steps back to check and see if Perry was 
already in place—and he was. Perry was standing on the highest point of 
the Steamboat, sticking six fingers high in the air. 

Queen Madina required every Tramp that captained a steamboat to 
show the time of the day that they were entering the kingdom. The 
Tramps often stuck their fingers outside of the captain’s house for the 
entire minute it took them to pass the towers, just as Perry had done, 
to show they were of the right mind and not sailing under duress. 

The Tramps in the watchtowers would record the time on pen and 
paper and carry the records to the Queen’s general at the end of 
each day. 

“Perry say it’s six in the mawnin’, so y'all got an hour to get to the 
back of the Bayou before the mawnin’ parade,” Vandivier informed 
them. 

“Take this.” Vandivier placed two bronze tokens with a small crown 
on it into each of their hands. 

“Now here’s how this gon’ go. When Perry dock the boat inside of 
the arch, y’all gon’ walk off the same way yall came on, and y’all gon’ 
see a wooden dock. When y’all get on the dock, they gon’ have a gate. 
Go through the gate and walk to the street. Afta’ dat, walk a block 
down and yall gon’ run straight into a trolley stop. 

“Give it bout five minutes and a streetcar a be pullin’ up; make sure 
y all asses is on it, and give the driver them tokens I gave yall.” 

“Don’t get on there talking to nobody. Telling em all ya bidness, or 
why yall came here, like ya did wit me. You can’t trust folks in the city 
... they cutthroat, will set you up quick.” 
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“Y’all just keep ya heads down and stay on the streetcar until there 
ain’t no mo road to go, then y’all gon’ be at the back.” 

“Then what?” Joe asked. 

“Then yall get off and walk,” Vandivier answered. 

“Awright, it’s time. I got to go upstairs before Perry pulls in to the 
dock.” Vandivier reached his long arm towards the wood connecting 
the deck above their heads. 

“Wait, where we need to walk when we get to the back?” Aldora 
asked. 

“Oh, trust me, they'll show y’all where to go.” Vandivier smiled and 
pulled himself to the next deck. 


Chapter Ten 


} t was years ago when fate decided it cared not about Queen 

Madina’s intended plan. When the decade was old and her 
reign still in its infancy, Madina was asked again and again why she 
desired for her Palace to be mounted at the very front of the Kingdom, 
as the first landmark that every eye would see. At first, her architects 
and trusted advisors outright refused her request. 

“We can’t Madina .. . you'll always be at risk,” they warned. 

“IT want ’em to come through here. Every day,” she responded, 
tapping her sharpened charcoal-polished nail on a clay model of the 
golden arches, which she wanted to be seated at the lower level of her 
Palace. 

“Oh, no, no, no, no, no. Absolutely not,” La Boissiere, the wisest of 
her former advisors, had exclaimed. 

“YES,” she demanded. Her eyes met his with a crazed, long, 
motionless stare. 

Behind Madina’s pupils brewed a rage she had to sit on to contain. 
Especially in moments such as this, when she was receiving advice that 
sounded too much like an order. 

“IT...1...mean that I have a safer idea, my Queen. We can call on 
the best sorcerers in the world to have the Palace put high up in the 
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sky. It'll be gorgeous, floating over heads constantly, and we can make 
it as weightless as a feather,” La Boissiere explained. 

“Mmm, yes, above them. It'll be beautiful and safe, Cher. I'll make 
the arrangements!” Minerva, her daily planner, agreed. 

“I SAID NO!” Madina’s voice slammed through the room, and she 
whipped her stubborn head to the side to catch La Boissiere’s giant, 
worry-filled eyes before the sound of her monstrous yell had stopped 
echoing around them. 

“Oh, Queen, please! It'll be a disaster,” La Boissiere said and fell to his 
knees trembling. With bright orange tears traveling down his cheeks, he 
begged her not to bring in each day so dangerously by granting the ghosts, 
immortals and creatures who wanted nothing but her death and extended 
suffering the chance to walk underneath her own footsteps every day. 

Madina was never a woman who liked to explain herself, even 
before her days of Queendom began. She had a knack for meaning 
what she said the first time. 

Yet, on this day, surprisingly, she explained her plan to them. 

Madina revealed that there was no other place in the Bayou that 
her new home could be built. She knew that everyone who gazed upon 
her grand estate as she designed it would view it as incalculably 
remarkable. So, she constructed it exactly as planned. 

Poised just three nautical miles behind the golden fleur-de-lis 
pillars that guarded her waters, Madina birthed The Palais d’Orléans. 

Caring little of man’s own estimation of his place in the world, 
Madina’s home was a grand mesmerizer that mocked the alleged supe- 
riority of woman, man, animal, and thing. 

The Palace covered over 1,500 acres and perpetually mirrored its 
face onto the river below it, as if denying the sun the right to reflect in 
the water any other lovely thing. 

The palace had numerous dwellings and intersections, including a 
royal garden, seven war rooms, four underwater pools, several torture 
chambers, and a theater. The opulent chateau took seven years to 
create and was the finest exemplar of Creole architecture ever seen. 

Madina made her home a harrowing beauty to satisfy one purpose: 
The Palais d’Orléans set the record straight for all those who were 
wrong about who she was. Anyone at any time or hour of the day who 


doubted her power only needed one glimpse at the Palace to be 
reminded of her preeminence. 

It was perhaps the most subtle but compelling show of force ever 
created, a force inextricably bound to Madina’s name. 

But fate had other plans. 

It was true, no one had ever gazed upon Madina’s grand estate and 
viewed it as anything other than remarkable. Still, even something so 
grandiose could be undermined by an aggrieved mother. 

“I know she up in there. Evil wench thanks she got away with 
somethin’. Don’t worry, baby, I’m gon’ show her!” Aldora said with 
venom spitting from her tongue as the Trampified neared Madina’s 
estate. 

Aldora gazed at the palace with an equal dose of awe and sickness. 
To Aldora, the opulence of The Palais d’Orléans just peppered her 
open wound. It reminded her that Madina was still breathing and 
living like a queen while her baby, S.Bonds, lay cold and stale on the 
floor of the only home she'd ever lived in, with her body rotting like an 
unswept roach. 

“I'ma show her,” Aldora said again and turned her eyes away from 
the Palace. 

The Trampified continued to travel in the shadow of the Palais 
d’Orléans. The ship steamed eastward towards one of seven massive 
golden arches that Madina had built into the very bottom of her 
palace. 

Since Madina owned seven steamboats, she had designed the 
golden arches to serve as seven separate entryways to the city that 
would prevent different classes of visitors from co-mingling with each 
other. The golden arches were positioned at river level, allowing water to 
freely flow through them like a house with seven garage doors. They were 
the same controversial entrances to the Kingdom that Madina had 
been asked to abandon for her own good. 

“Yall come see!” Leola pointed from the boat when the Trampified 
passed each neighboring archway. 

They all peered inside the gloomy cave-like structures and saw five 
moored boats, each of a unique size and design that reminded the visi- 
tors of decorative flags from different nations. 

Madina trusted nothing with its own mind, so each of her seven 
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steamboats had been assigned a specific archway, and she forbade all the 
captains from docking in any area other than their own. Inside each 
arch were wooden boating docks attached to heavy dungeon doors. 
These doors led the passengers of each boat into the kingdomfor the 
purpose that their steamboat was assigned. 

THUMP! They heard the floor on the top deck being slapped with 
footsteps. 

The Trampified pulled into the arch that was farthest right from all 
the others and eased to a stop next to a vertical wooden dock. 

The inside of the archway was shaped like a spacious barrel, 
perfectly rounded. The far side of the space was a dead end, blocked 
by a wall of black cement. There was little light in the archway, and it 
smelled of fresh, very undead seafood. 

“You see anybody?” Aldora asked when the boat came to a stop. 

“No,” Joe answered. 

“I don’t hear much of nothin neither.” 

They stepped around the corner of the boat, and the archway was 
empty. No one came running down the stairs or moved on the upper 
decks at all. 

It was as if Vandivier and Perry had disappeared into thin air, and 
the others had the boat all to themselves. Only the waves of the river 
made the lack of noise a little less unusual. 

“There the door go,” Aldora said. The door was at the end of the 
dock in the cement wall. 

“Come on,” Joe said. 

The Doucette’s then nervously crept around to the side of the 
Trampified on which they had first entered and found that the wooden 
dock was the same height as the main deck. 

Joe made a small leap off the boat, and the others followed. 

They walked to the brown dungeon door and stood before it. 

“Yall ready?” Joe whispered and placed his hand on the metal door 
handle. 

“Yeah,” Aldora said. 

Joe opened the door. A blinding light met their eyes, and they 
walked into it until the door slammed shut and locked behind them. 

Back on the boat, Vandivier stuck his head outside of the Captain’s 
chambers and grinned full and wide when he heard the door slam. 
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With Perry’s legs tossed over his back and the bulk of his buddy’s 
corpse resting on his shoulder, Vandivier carried the body down to the 
main deck. 

Vandivier had gutted Perry at the neck right after he pulled the 
Trampified into the archway. 

Since Perry was too heavy for Vandivier to fly or jump with, he 
carried his friend down the steps to the river. Blood from Perry’s long 
life dripped onto the steps he had used every day for a hundred years 
and stained the back of Vandivier’s suit. Vandivier quietly carried Perry 
to the side of the deck opposite the dock and gently placed his body 
into the river. The body lay face up in the water for only a blink of an 
eye before there was a fast-moving splash and something dragged it 
beneath the surface. The only physical evidence that Perry had ever 
existed became gator breakfast. 


ob 


Sadie placed two fingers to her throat and lightly spanked it awake 
from the inside of the oldest cafe in the Kingdom, Adele’s. While 
sitting on a short 50s-style padded black stool, Sadie continuously 
glanced over the bar at a mahogany brown grandfather clock that was 
as tall as she was. 

Tap, tap, tap, she chastised her skin with fingertips so dead they 
smoked like little pistols when she touched her neck. 

Ahem! Sadie coughed, clearing mucus from the back of her tall 
vocal cords. To ensure she got all the muck out, she threw back a sip of 
cool water from a shot glass and softly sang a couple of shoo-bee doo- 
bee doos for proof. 

“You makin’ it worser just watchin the time like dat. You gon’ do 
just fine. You want an egg n’ cheese sammich right quick?” Gerald, the 
head cook of the cafe, suggested. 

Sadie sucked her teeth at him in irritation and spun around on her 
stool to face the cafe’s greasy storefront windows. 

“Oh hush, Gerald, you know you ain’t supodda be cookin yet,” she 
answered vehemently. 

“See dat’s why you can’t help black folk. Too ungrateful!” Gerald 
shook a disappointed head at her. 
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Pride didn’t want to let Sadie admit it, but she was far too anxious 
to eat a thing. It was Tuesday morning, the day she had to perform for 
her Queen and the rest of the kingdom as she had done every week for 
the past thirty years. But as always, her stomach was tumbling like a 
gator with its teeth on some meat. 

“T don’t know why I keep tryin witchu, woman,” Gerald spoke 
again. 

“Neither me! Just leave me alone,” Sadie said snarkily. 

Though Sadie and Gerald weren’t romantically together, there were 
tender feelings between them. When one was in trouble, the other 
wasn’t far behind. Gerald was much older than Sadie. He had arrived at 
the Kingdom almost ten years before she did, and when they met, he 
taught Sadie how to survive: where to go, what to do, and most impor- 
tantly how to run and hide. 

However, when they weren’t in flight mode, the two sat in Adele’s 
and bickered like a married couple. 

On Tuesdays, Gerald would start the war of words by trying to 
calm Sadie’s nerves before she had to sing at the morning parade. He’d 
reassure her she’d hit every note exactly to Queen Madina’s liking, 
bypassing the misery that would follow her like an omen if she didn’t. 

“How I’m gon’ leave you alone, Sadie, if you keep runnin behind 
me? Who work here, you or me?” Gerald said sarcastically. 

Sadie rolled her eyes at him and for once decided not to respond, as 
she wanted nothing more than Gerald’s silence. 

Not only did Sadie hate being soothed when she was nervous, over 
the years she found it to be a better tactic to quietly prepare her mind 
for the worse rather than foolishly hope for the best when it came to 
her violent Queen. Especially since Gerald’s promises of what Madina 
wouldn’t do to her had often turned out to be dead wrong. 

“Oh, they out there early today, huh?” Gerald said, as he placed 
empty glasses on a shelf behind him. 

“Who?” Sadie asked and dipped her head to the right. 

Gerald gestured his finger towards the palace courtyard, and Sadie’s 
eyes landed directly on the Doucette’s. 

“Why they standing like that? Dat’s too funny!” She chuckled. 

With Joe and Kenny in front, Aldora and Leola were cuddled to the 
side of them as if trying to hide themselves. 
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“They look a lil scared; help em, Jesus. Musta just got here or some- 
thing,” Gerald said. 

“Got to be. Oooh, you see the heavyset one in the blue? Her hair 
nice, huh?” Sadie added as her eyes focused on Aldora’s electrified 
hairdo. 

“Hmmmph,” Gerald hummed without looking while wiping water 
from the bar top. 

“Later on, I’m gon’ go see Ms. Dawlin. I want my hair JUST like 
dat but in a dark Erenge color. I wonder if she can make it smoke like 
hern’s too. Dat’s too nice.” 

“All I know is, you bet’ not change yo hair befo you ask the Tramps to 
check with the Queen first. Lawd knows she don’t like you to change 
yo draws without asking first.” 

“Yeah,” Sadie agreed dryly but placed a message in her mind to find 
Aldora one day to ask her about her smoky curls. 

Sadie’s hair was a high cherry-red bush. And as the Queen’s prin- 
cipal songstress, her red hair became a big part of her fame in the 
Kingdom. Sadie was spotted everywhere she went because of the 
massive red afro, and it was thought to be more a part of her body than 
any of the limbs she used to have. 

Sadie sighed deep and turned her body back to the bar to glance at 
the grandfather clock once more. 

“Lawd, give me peace. I need it,” she whispered to herself as sweat 
formed on her top lip at the sight of the time. 

It was thirty minutes to seven, which meant she had less than half an 
hour until it was time to perform. 

But Sadie wasn’t the only one watching the time. Outside the cafe, 
and outside even the walls of the city itself, the thirty-minute mark 
also cued the Queen’s army of Tramps to begin their own measures of 
preparation for the morning parade. 

Atop the heights of the golden watchtowers, there were four 
Tramps, two in one tower and two in the other. Collectively, these 
Tramps shared the most important duty of the morning: creating the 
“hot river barrier.” 

Every Tuesday morning, the same four Tramps created an uncon- 
ventional barricade across the river before the morning parade began: a 
horizontal line of sapphire-colored flames that hovered over the river’s 
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surface and prevented anything from passing through the fiery barrier 
without being set ablaze. 

“Go head!” a Tramp signaled for his fellow watchman to yank the 
arm of a silvery lever that popped the top off the golden fleur de Lis 
like a hatch door. 

The Tramp pulled the lever and flung the top off of the tower, 
allowing it to hang behind the golden beam. The guards then stretched 
out their arms towards the river, fire shooting from their open palms 
and sweeping over the surface of the water below. 

The show of fire they created was magnificent to view because each 
flame climbed the back of another in a diagonal shape until the blaze 
rose fifty feet high. 

“Dat’s too hot right dere,” one Tramp said once they had 
completed the barricade. The soldiers then turned their heads away 
from the front lines, no longer worried that any hostiles might boat or 
swim towards the Kingdom, and faced back toward the city. With pairs 
of gold-plated binoculars pressed to their blood-red eyes, they peered 
across miles of bayou and scanned the soon-to-be bustling city square, 
excitedly waiting for the first float to roll. This was the only time each 
week they were allowed such a break. 

“Sadie ‘bout to come out. Look at’em gettin ready!” another Tramp 
said. He pointed the binoculars at a band of creatures who were 
climbing up Café Adele’s seductively steep, creole-style pitched roof. 

With enchanted trombones and saxophones in hand and talent 
that came from the inheritance of a man’s soul, the creatures took 
their positions and waited with heads tilted towards the sun until all of 
their fellow bandsmen were in place. Then all at once, seven ghouls 
pushed tight air through their instruments in a harmony of base-filled, 
spooky notes that would accompany Sadie’s heralding of the new day. 

Unlike the processed sugar from yellow and pink cakes that had 
rotted plenty of side teeth out of New Orleans mouths over the years, 
Sadie’s tempo was always a little bitter when she sang the morning 
anthem. 

Her voice was a deep and powerful baritone, and Madina chose 
Sadie to sing crypt-creeping low notes for minutes at a time so the 
scent of danger would encircle all who heard her, as a lion circles an 
antelope. 


The anthem was by far the most important message the Queen 
sent to her awakening ducklings, so it sounded harsh, stinging like a 
slap to the arm that crushes a mosquito already feeding on one’s flesh. 

Sadie sang to her fellow kind every Tuesday morning around 6:55 
a.m., before the mysterious shops of Madeline Adieu opened and the 
streetcars picked up one behind or tail. 

She sang to them so her powerful voice would shake them to the 
core before the world-class Quarter-trained chefs dropped the first egg 
into the pan, before any ideas of usurpation had time to grow, and 
before any concerns or well-earned grudges of the prior day carried 
into the next. Sadie’s song was a reminder to the Kingdom’s residents 
that they should dread their first love as they went about the day. 

“Oh, Say-Day! Come on, its time.” The morning coordinator 
slipped into Café Adele’s and gestured for Sadie to hurry to her post. 

The time was touching 6:55, ticking near the hour of Madina’s alle- 
giance, seven. 

“T’m comin’,” Sadie said and glanced at Gerald with the eyes of a 
woman nearing her last living day on death row. She hovered towards 
the back of the café, near the stairway that led to the roof, and used 
the vapor beneath her waist to ascend through the air. 

Sadie pushed her arm through the roof door and soared past the 
bandsmen to a microphone that broadcasted throughout all the land. 

She glanced down to the streets and saw Madina’s dearly 
unbeloved creations coming crusty-eyed and yawning from all direc- 
tions of the Kingdom to listen to the anthem and shortly after, revel 
in the morning parade. Those who lived far from the center of the 
Kingdom had to wake up at nearly five a.m. to be present for it all. 
They walked in clumps that began on dirt roads then transitioned to 
partially paved streets. Eventually, their feet hit the praised cobble- 
stones, the textured paths of the fortunate who lived in the Queen’s 
city. 

All who lived under Madina’s reign came to the square every 
Tuesday to celebrate her. This was a time for them not to allow trivial 
things such as their pain to kill their allegiance to her authority. She 
had to remind them that this was not Versailles. She was not 
Antoinette, and she would not be overthrown. 

Sadie waited until the appointed time, then dropped her jaw ready 
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to unbolt her voice at a thumb signal from the coordinator of the 
morning. At the exact hour of seven, she began to sing. 


“She’s the Queen! 
All hail the Creole Queen! 
You know she’s all we need! 
You know she’s all we need! 
She’s the Queen. All hail the Creole Queen!” 


Sadie’s lungs inhaled the wind and sang to the crowd of thousands 
that had filled every corner of the square. 

The people listened to Sadie without making a sound. Madina had 
taught them to be silent while Sadie sang to them of who must matter 
most to them, even though they were surrounded by their children, 
husbands, wives, friends, and others that they secretly loved more. Yet 
the crowd hung on to every lyric and note as if it was their holy grail, 
and when the anthem was over, the morning coordinator walked near 
Sadie and stepped up to her mic to speak. 

He grabbed the skinny neck of the mic and yelled, “LAISSEZ LES 
BON TEMPS ROULER!” He sent the call out through every radio, 
ear, and glass ball watch in the kingdom so that all could hear the 
commencement of the morning parade. 


ny 


Kenny was shaking in his boots. “Ain’t no way Gawd know ’bout all 
this!” He passed his trembling hand across his forehead. 

Like a cousin one hasn’t seen in years, Kenny couldn’t stop his eyes 
from welcoming what seemed to be the famed View Carre, the un- 
aging French Quarter and most beloved child of New Orleans, but in a 
majestic and absolutely magical parallel. 

The Queen’s New Orleans was a ghostly hereafter over the water, 
stealing the entire face of New Orleans the way most sons do the face 
of their fathers. 

There were black-iron railed balconies of parlors, hotels, and bars 
stuffed with parade-goers dressed to the nines in the best of what they 
could create or throw together at the last minute but rarely buy. In the 
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streets below the courtyard steps, Kenny found more carnival-raised 
fiends who awaited the famed Krewe of Madina parade. Dancing 
drunk and silly, many of them set up ladders and chairs on the sides of 
the broadest road in the Kingdom, the Queen’s canal street. The 
ghouls, hellcats, vampires, and super fly disco mamas who some might 
call fairies and witches waited to scream for a bewitched throw. 

No, it can’t be. It just can’t be true, Joe thought and shook his head. He 
gazed forward at a maze of intricately cut cobbled streets and an old 
quarter that also spoke to his eyes as if it knew him very well. 

When Madina’s Kingdom was born, like a true New Orleans 
mother, the spirit of the city followed its babies. The soul of New 
Orleans stretched to accommodate its children, the dead and immortal 
souls who had been snatched from the streets of New Orleans but still 
had not yet traveled to heaven or hell. New Orleans knew they could 
live nowhere else in the galaxy while sitting in heaven or hell’s waiting 
room. So, one of the first things to have materialized in Madina’s 
Bayou was the French Quarter’s twin, also known as the Queen’s 
Quarter. 

The Queen’s Quarter was full of tightly packed bars, soul food 
holes-in-a-wall, uppity restaurants, and dimly lit high-priced bistros, 
parlors for your pleasure, art galleries, and cafes that sold everything 
from clothing, pecan candy, and pies to steaming fresh beignets by the 
hour. And on every single one of these streets, there was the infamous 
New Orleans smell, which had many personalities and was a surprise to 
the nose. One hot breeze in the Queen’s Quarter might smell like piss 
and the next like horse manure and the one after that like a fried 
seafood platter with hot sauce and ketchup from the kitchen of a 
restaurant that’s been cat-calling your stomach from all around the 
city. 

“Would you stop all that hollerin’ before you get us caught? Just 
hush till we figure out what to do next!” Aldora yanked on Kenny’s suit 
jacket and pulled him closer to her scolding tongue. 

“But Dora, where is we at? They got folk walking round here with 
no head, wenches is flying in the sky, and the lil churn got tails!” 

“Lawd, these devils gon’ kill us when they find out we here!” Kenny 
screamed again. 

“Why the hell y’all ain’t say the witch was a real witch before yall 
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picked me up? The only reason I came with’chall cause I’m thanking 
when y’all said dat it was a witch dat hurt S. Bonds, dat yall, was talkin 
bout one of dem ole battle cats that be pissin in ya food.” 

“WE IS IN HELL AND HIGH WATER IF THE WITCH 
THAT KILT S. BONDS IS FROM HERE!” Kenny shouted again. 

“Honey, please, just calm down! I don’t think these folks gon’ hurt 
us,” Leola added. 

She tapped her feet and swayed her shoulders from side to side 
while her ear synced with the disconnected orchestra of soul-feeding 
music oozing through the air. 

Leola wanted to thank God that Sadie’s harmonious band wasn’t 
the only set of fairy tale creatures with a song for the morning. Other 
groups had also brought their instruments from various places in the 
Kingdom. She heard old bar room music from the wooden stages of 
dimly lit bars that seated a mature crowd of hardcore smokers, old call 
girls, and people with back-breaking jobs. 

On other streets, often right outside these bars, she heard the 
voices and instruments of kid geniuses who had perfected the use of 
trumpets, pianos, and flutes before they could speak. These kids were no 
older than ten or twelve in Bayou years, and they appeared only 
during the day so that their instruments might entice the passers of 
busy street corners to toss gold, green, or royal purple coins into a 
begging hand, hat or bucket. In exchange, the young lovers of music 
would shake their own musical seasonings into the gumbo pot of Jazz 
melodies that permeated the air. The Queen’s Quarter’s musical 
recipes wildly ranged from funk to rock to the blues, and each tech- 
nique told a story about the Mardi Gras from seasons of the past and 
the omega. 

“This got to be some kind of spirit world,” Aldora said. 

She watched as the skeletons of old Mardi Gras police officers rode in 
full gear on the soul of dead horses down the wide twenty-mile-long 
street, clearing the way for Madina’s floats. 

“SPIRIT WORLD? AW, SHIT IS WE DEAD TOO!” Kenny 
yelled. 

“LAWD NOOOO, I ain’t been baptized in forty damn years. I 
AIN’T READY TO GO SEE THE LAWD YET!” 

“We ain’t dead, Kenny! We got to die first to be that.” 
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“Joe! you see this place, man?!” Kenny responded. 

Joe did not answer him. He stared, taking in as much as his eyes 
could behold. 

His eyes settled on a shop called “Madam’s” that had a line of 
customers out front that wrapped around two corners. 

Madam’s sold petit homemade spells, bewitched swamp sprinkle and 
dust, enchanted cooking seasonings that captured the heart of the palette 
and kissed the tongue, intricately glassed potions, and a host of other 
nether-worldly charms to the public. 

“Cures everything from bad bret to sugar diabetes,” Joe whispered 
aloud, reading an advertisement in the storefront window with letters 
that sparkled and flew around the sign in wild patterns. 

“Aw Lawd, what we gon’ do? Now Joe call himself havin’ his ass a 
mudda’fuckin stroke while I’m tryna figure out what in the hell is goin 
on. Wake up, Joe!” Kenny shook Joe’s shoulder. 

“Man, if you don’t stop shaking me, I’m woke!” Joe yelled. 

Aldora gasped, “Wait a minute, I thank that’s—that’s Boo-Lou! He 
died 30 years ago!” 

“Boo-Lou? from Pigeon Town? The one you was courtin’ back 
when you lived with’cho maw?” Joe said. 

“Yeah! That’s Boo right dere on that horse. Oh, my Gawd, he blue!” 
Aldora screamed. 

Aldora recognized the short man with whom she had shared her 
first kiss. But here in this nether world, he had baby blue skin and was 
dressed in a black and white cowboy costume, while sitting on top of a 
maimed horse that was more bone than meat with a blue shadow of 
light covering its ghostly carcass. 

“Oh, shoot quiet! They comin’ closer!” Aldora cried. 

“HEY THERE! I KNOW YOU!” a skeleton with a top hot walked 
up the courtyard steps and waltzed toward them. The skeleton was 
wearing a bright green tailored suit and a green top hat with a 
matching mask covering his skull. 

“You the lady that borrowed dat money from me the otha’ day and 
you thank I don’ forgot. Just cause I ain’t got a brain dat don’t mean 
you can cheat me!” he pointed his meatless finger in Aldora’s face. 

“No-no. You must got me confused. I don’t know you!” Aldora 
exclaimed. 
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“Ah-haaaa!” the skeleton broke into laughter. 

“T’m just playing wit’chu, baby,” he chuckled, then careened his 
boney neck forward with a look of shock. 

“Ooo, look at’cho damn head, yes indeed! You look a mess. I don’t 
mean to be rude, but baby, can’t nobody love you if they let you walk 
out the house with them blue curls. Who don’ this to you... Ineed to 
know!” The skeleton waited. 

Aldora was too stunned to speak. 

“Shut the hell up, Perdido! Yo bald-headed ass got some nerve! 
You just mad the Queen burnt yo curls off all them years ago! I like 
her blue hair.” Another skeleton, Abe, appeared on the other side of 
Aldora. The skeleton was wearing an off-the-shoulder orange dress 
with pink lipstick on the surface of its skull where his lips used 
to be. 

“Baby, don’t listen ta’ him. He just teasin. Yo hair is so groovy. I’m 
diggin dat blue, Sistah. I might just have to go steal dat look from ya.” 

Aldora yelped and backed towards Joe. 

“You all right, mama? She lookin a lil sick.” Perdido turned to Abe. 

“She awrite,” Leola stepped in front of Aldora. 

“Awrite then. Now y’all know, yall ain’t supposed to be on Queen 
steps. Y’all best get down before the Tramps come walkin down here. 
They on the way.” 

The skeletons issued the warning, then shrugged and shimmied 
down the courtyard steps. 

“Dora, you gotta start actin’ normal, you gon’ get us kilt,” Leola 
whispered. 

“Yall stop staring at everybody like that.” Leola continued. 

“Awrite, awrite, we gon’ stop,” Aldora said. “We just in shock is all!” 

“I know, but we got to keep cool—just watch me.” Leola twirled 
her hips and walked down the courtyard steps to join the crowd of 
bewitched beings as if she was perfectly at ease. 

“Heyyyy, girl! Who you? I’m DIGGIN dat mask,” a man yelled 
at her. 

Kenny gave the man a jealous scowl and looked at Joe. 

“See, she gets on my fucking nerves, her behind just like these crazy 
ass people here,” Kenny said. 

“People?” Joe scoffed. 


“Man, look where we at—that brotha down there don’t even got no 
skin.” 

“And look at them.” Joe pointed at six women with small wings on 
their backs. 

The women appeared to be in their early twenties and looked iden- 
tical. They all had tall, greased, buoyant afros. The only difference was in 
their variously colored costumes: they wore six customized spandex 
dance costumes, each in a different bright color, along with a leotard 
and matching pencil skirt. 

“Get down off the steps, the Tramps are coming!” someone yelled 
at them. 

Joe peered at the far end of the street and saw an army of jesters, 
dressed in black and purple costumes, marching in front of a monu- 
ment of a float that carried about seven dozen others. 

“Woah, look at da Queen’s float! And the Tramps changed they 
suits!” another parader exclaimed. 

Joe noticed the crowd a mile or more away withdrawing from the 
middle of the street as the sound of boots clacking on the ground over- 
came the music and grew louder as the jesters marched onward in 
front of Madina’s float. 

Madina’s float was longer than three buses and rode aboard a giant 
trailer. Madina’s float builders had made the float entirely of heavy- 
weight metals, featuring a blemishless, shiny gold crown adorned with 
diamonds the size of meteorites. The diamonds rimmed the float and 
twinkled under the sun-like stars. 

The crown itself was far too vast to ever fit on any man’s head. It 
was even too large for the giants, but the massive showpiece fit Madi- 
na’s ego. Following behind Madina’s float were 70 junior floats, all elab- 
orately made in honor of her reign. 

“Where is she?” Aldora asked. She saw unidentifiable items being 
thrown from the floats and wondered if any of the costumed riders 
from the floats were Madina. They were all wearing masquerade masks 
with Madina’s face on it. Aldora searched the throne as it neared 
where she stood. She noticed a figure sitting on a throne underneath 
the bottom of the crown. 

A black and gold sheet veiled the figure as the float traveled slowly 
down the street. 
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Dat’s her! Aldora thought. 

“If she the Queen, then dat got to be her,” Aldora said aloud. 

Then the veil lifted from the figure’s body, revealing Madina’s face. 

Madina stood up straight on her float as the screams from the 
crowd grew wild with energy, uncontrollable even. Madina was wearing 
a miniature crown with red and black diamonds. Some folks were so 
overwhelmed by the sight of her that they broke into tears. 

She smirked and stared at her subjects. If her eyes met any of 
theirs, they fell to the ground or immediately bowed. 

Madina dug into her bag and scattered items into the crowd. 

BANG! Some of the items exploded as they hit the crowd, shearing 
the skin off some faces. 

Madina doubled over in laughter. She loved to see her subjects 
suffering. 

Yet, when her float passed by the Doucette’s, Madina’s grin faded. 

“Hm,” she hummed, sensing an absence of praise from this portion 
of the crowd. 

Madina scanned the crowd, hunting for the fools who were bold 
enough to not celebrate her. 

Amid the clamor, she could always detect disobedience. Madina 
first locked eyes with Joe and Aldora. She then scrolled her eyes to 
Kenny and Leola, the shocking realization coming to her. 

They met Madina’s stare as a fortified unit. They had no love. No 
affection or sweet words. No looks of reverence to offer her. 

Their stares told Madina that she meant nothing to them. 

“What is wrong, Queen?” Emery appeared from the back of the 
float and came to her side with his head bowed. He noticed she’d 
stopped throwing treats into the crowd. 

Madina smirked. 

“What is it?” Emery asked, his eyes frantically searching hers. 

Madina clenched her teeth and pointed into the crowd. 

“WHO...ARE... THEY?” she hissed as her float continued to 
roll down the avenue. 
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Chapter Eleven 


: G ENERAL DE GAULLE!” Madina roared. 
The sound of her voice permeated the palace like a bell 
tolling the unexpected arrival of a devastating hurricane that 
threatens to extinguish all life from the coast. 

Madina’s mad temper was so overwhelming that all twenty-four tall 
mirrors hanging from the walls of her Olympic-sized gallery hall were 
unloosened and smashed to the floor by its cruel force. Her anger still 
brewing, Madina commanded the heap of glass shards to rise into the air 
and follow behind her like a battalion of sparkling soldiers ready to 
penetrate soul and skin at her command. 

Merde! General De Gaulle cursed in French. 

As soon as he heard Madina’s roar, he ducked around a corner, his 
hands trembling nervously. The general looked towards the high ceiling 
and heaved a heated sigh of terror so it wouldn’t balloon and choke 
him. 

Her rage is floodin’ again! The general guessed with a whimper. Madi- 
na’s tone revealed a mind bound by an unquenchable, homicidal thirst. 

The General paced in a circle, desperately recalling all he’d done of 
recent. Hearing her claw-sharpened heels striking the marble floors in 
the palace like chisels on rock undid his strong core. 

It was clear that Madina had a bone to pick with him. 
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“Yes, Queen?” The General swiveled his body around the corner to 
face Madina and placed his hands at his side. 

“WHO ARE THEY?” Madina demanded. Her eyebrows and 
eyelids had expanded to the corners of her face. Her body trembled 
visibly as she fought to stop herself from taking his soul where he 
stood. 

“Huh? I apologize, Queen. I don’t know who--” The general tried 
to plead while avoiding the glare of hundreds of broken shards, all 
pointing at his body from behind Madina’s angry back. 

“There were four of them.” Triggered by the memory, Madina’s 
nostrils flared, so painful was it to see the Doucettes’ faces again in her 
mind. 

“They were at my parade just standin’ there. They wasn’t trying to 
catch no beads, wasn’t drinkin’, eatin’, cryin’, laughin’, or havin’ a good 
time. They were just ... LOOKING AT ME...LIKE 1M A REGULAR 
PERSON!” She tightened her fists. 

“Who was just starin’ at you? When did this happen?” The General 
leaned his head backward in bewilderment, making it plain that her 
accusation baffled him. 

“WHO WERE THEY!” she snapped. The army of glass shards flew 
past her head and stopped a hair’s breadth short from entering the 
General’s skin. 

“See, dat’s why I need to get rid of yo ass, General. Cause you 
should have seen them, caught them, and brought them to me.” 
Madina aimed her finger at his face. She didn’t touch him, but he could 
feel the heat from her fingertips baring down on his dead skin like a 
laser. 

“YOU AIN’T SEE EM CAUSE YOU DON’T BE WATCHING 
EVERYBODY LIKE YOU SUPPOSED TO! YO ASS DEFINITELY 
DON’T HAVE THINGS UNDER CONTROL IF THEY BELIEVE 
THEY CAN WALK AROUND MY KINGDOM THANKING I’M 
THEY EQUAL!” 

Of all laws that Madina sanctioned, branded on the skin, and even 
cruelly taught to the children who grew in the Bayou, praise relent- 
lessly offered to her was their primary lifeline. 

The citizens understood the refusal of such honor was a sign of 
rebellion. 


“YOU TOLD ME YOU HAD FIXED THIS PROBLEM YEARS 
AGO.” Madina spit his promise out of her mouth with disgust. 

“Your majesty, for years, I was makin’ em all catch hell when they 
don’t embrace you as their Queen. Ask anybody round! If I had known 
you’d need the proof of me doing so, I would have kept the bones from 
their rotting corpses instead of letting Goliath eat them soon as I 
throwed em in the river.” 

“Hm.” Madina chuckled and glanced towards the floor. 

“I knew dat’s what you would say, General.” She laughed. 

“So, I have a question for you and I’m only gon’ ask you once.” 

As Madina walked closer to him, she looked physically small by 
comparison. The General was a colossal man, carrying over six 
hundred pounds of muscle and living his rebirth as a giant. He stood at 
over nine feet and grew an inch every century. 

Madina walked behind the General and projected her voice. She 
wanted her words to strike his ears like a belt. 

“On my way back to the palace, I got to thankin. I know for a fact 
I ain’t never seen them folks before. So where did they come from? I 
know every soul in my Kingdom. But not them.” 

The general swallowed hard. 

“Ya know, somethin’ tells me dat this mawnin’ was they first time in 
my bayou, and you...musta brought them here without my permission- 

“No, Queen. I would never! You ordered me to wait until yo coro- 
nation is over to get any more of em from the other dimension, so I 
been waiting. I ain’t bring anyone here. I swear!” 

“SHUT ’CHO ASS UP!” Madina slammed her hand flat against the 
General’s spine and sent a shockwave of yellow electricity through his 
body. His knees weakened and caved below him. 

He hit the floor and spit flew from his mouth when his head 
crashed against the hard marble. 

Madina kneeled close to the General and pointed her finger toward 
his enlarged head. A bouncing purple charge danced from her finger- 
tips, causing the General’s head to lift off the floor. 

His mouth was busted. Old blood pooled under his tongue and in 
his cheeks, but he stared at his queen’s face and swallowed the thick 
fluids like a soldier. 
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“I'm this close to ripping yo fucking head clean off yo shoulders, 
don’t you EVER cut me off again!” she hissed at him and pinched two 
of her fingers together to display her thinning patience. 

“AND SINCE YOU CLAIM YOU DON’T KNOW WHO THEY 
IS, DAT MUST MEAN I NEED TO SEND THEM ALL A 
REMINDER NOT TO FUCKIN’ PLAY WITH ME SINCE 
THEY FORGETTING WHO I AM!” Her anger filled the hall once 
again. 

“NO!” Emery blurted out from the other side of the room, where 
Madina’s other servants waited with their heads pointed towards the 
floor. 

“Shut it up, Emery!” Edna, Madina’s messenger, whispered and 
threw her elbow into Emery’s side. 

“COME HERE.” Madina opened her hand, and the air whisked 
Emery’s feet off the floor, shoving him to Madina until he was kneeling 
beneath her. 

“What did you say to me?” 

“Oh, Queen, I’m so sorry, I didn’t say much at all. I just thought 
they maybe don’t need another one. Please, don’t waste your powers on 
them. Especially before your coronation, you may feel ... weak. And 
when you get to hell, they'll sense that.” Emery pleaded and looked at 
Madina’s small feet in her cherry red velvet heels. 

“Hm,” Madina hummed and dropped Emery to the floor. 

“Look at me,” she commanded him. 

Emery shot his eyes up and looked into Madina’s face. Her lips 
were blood red, and her black hair draped over her shoulders like a 
shawl. 

“IT don’t care how I look to them down there,” she pointed at hell. 

“You get out in them streets, and you find them bitches dat think 
they can look me in the eye. I want them brought to me!” 

“ALL OF YALL GET ’CHALL ASS OUT THERE AND FIND 
THEM TODAY AND BRING THEM TO ME TODAY, OR I’M 
GON’ PUNISH THEM ALL BY TONIGHT!” 

Madina announced. 

Edna smirked and kept her head pointed to the floor. 

She hadn’t seen Madina execute a great massacre in a few decades, 
and she was eager to witness another one. 
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“Yeah, find ’em, or I’m gon’ punish all yall,” Madina added and 
turned her back to them. 

Edna’s smirk left her face immediately. 

No, Queen, not us too! Edna’s stomach shrunk with dread. 

“Yes, Edna, I want to see them before I begin getting ready for my 
coronation, or I will take your heart from your chest, crush it, then 
make you eat it.” 

“You all may go.” Madina popped her hand up and shooed them 
away. 

“Yes, your majesty!” Edna blurted out. 

“CALL IN THE HELL HOUNDS!” Edna turned and said to Emery 
and scurried out of the gallery hall with Madina’s servants ather side 
to begin the manhunt. 
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“Dat was her! The one on top of the float with the crown on her head! 
She killed my damn baby, and when I get to that wench, I’m gon’ kill 
her with my bare hands!” Aldora balled her fists into a tight knot and 
seethed with hatred. 

“Oh, my heart so broke, just seeing dat lady got me thinking bout 
how my po’ baby suffered like a worthless dog,” she continued. 

“Lawd knows, I could barely stand it!" Joe said with tears pooling in 
his eyes.We got to make her pay for what she did to my baby Dora, we 
got to!” 

“Yeah, dat low down devil out here thanking she got away with 
murder fa’ sho. I’m telling ya, it made me sick to my stomach watching 
dat witch sitting there on top that float like she some kind of Queen. 
She may have all these folks fooled, but I ain’t. She ain’t have no 
bidness doing S. Bonds how she did her!” Kenny lamented. 

“Hm! Ain’t that the truth,” Leola grunted and sighed. 

“None and dat’s why when I seent her, I looked her dead in her 
eyes cause I want her to know, as long as I’m black and I’m S. Bonds’ 
Mama, I’m coming for dat bitch, and I ain’t gon’ stop till I get her!” 
Aldora said. 

“Hmmph, I don’t blame you. I’d do the same for mine!” Leola 
added. 
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“Now, where we fixing to go next, Dora? We supposed to be finding 
this Grean person, but we been wandering like four chickens with their 
heads cut off. We ain’t do not one damn thing dat Jester told us to do 
when we got here.” 

“Yeah, we definitely got to get going cause I thank we missed the 
first streetcar. The Jester said we need to walk a block down to find the 
streetcar, and then we got to get on it,” Aldora answered. 

Kenny looked at the ground and saw a line of railroad tracks. 

“Yeah, matta-fact, I thank dat’s it down there, where all them 
people standing.” He pointed ahead. 

About a half-mile down from the courtyard steps, there was a 
short, green pickup post with a line of at least one hundred parade- 
goers waiting for the streetcar to pull up. Anxious to get there before 
the line grew any longer, the small group decided they could no longer 
be squeamish about rubbing elbows with the Magic drunk bayou folk. 
They walked down the street towards the swelling line to join them. 

They reached the streetcar’s post and came upon a band of lanky, 
young supernatural negroes, with juiced afros, tight paper-thin shirts, 
and bright flared jeans. Gathered near the very back of the line, the 
sheer number of the youths prevented the group from walking any 
further. Known in the Bayou as “The Infinity Krewe,” these young 
people were the uncrowned trend creators of the Bayou. 

The Krewe had a reputation for wearing the cheapest and most 
fashionable threads of the time. They believed in organized fashion 
statements and often traveled around the Kingdom like a small, Super- 
fly battalion. 

The Krewe would piece unjaded fabrics together for hours in an 
undercover lab so that no one could steal their looks, and when they 
would appear in the streets, folks would say things like, “The Infinity 
Krewe is always dressed to the nines!” and beg them for tips on how to 
look so good. But the Krewe met every compliment with a deceitful 
smirk. The brothers and sisters would beam with pride, only on the 
inside, as they knew they had everyone in the Kingdom fooled. As 
runway-ready as it was, their style just blinded folks from seeing the 
small army that was developing right under the Queen's nose. In those 
tight threads adorning the Krewe, a master seamstress would sew 
invisible brews, concoctions, tricks, and deceits all throughout their 
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custom-made clothing, keeping the Krewe armed and ready to face the 
Bayou’s most notorious dangers. 

“Dora, look at them kids. Who they remind you of ?” Leola asked 
while staring at the Krewe. 

“Yeah, Isee em. They remind me of my baby, Netty. You know she 
dress just like them,” Aldora answered. 

God, I hope they le! this place by now and went by Mama’s, she thought 
to herself, feeling no comfort that she did not know if Josephine and 
Annette were still safe or not. 

“Excuse me baby, is yall in line?” Leola walked up to a young man 
named Willie Jr., who was standing among the Infinity Krewe. 

Willie was six foot seven and had an enchanted honey brown afro 
that he could grow and shrink on command. Leola gently placed her 
hand on Willie’s arm right after the question left her lips. 

Willie was dancing to a funky number that played on a jukebox 
from a bar across the street. 

He tossed both of his flexible shoulders against the wind, causing 
Leola’s hand to hang on for the ride until he brought his groove to a 
stop a moment later. 

“Oh, no, ma’am! We ain’t in line. We just hangin’. Go round us, the 
line start up there, I reckon,” Willie answered. 

“Okay, thank ya, baby,” Leola said and gave Willie a sweet smile. 

Willie then jumped back on the funky song, tailoring his groovy 
hairdo to the beat of the get down. Each time the beat rose to the sky, 
Willie grew his afro to the size of five basketballs. When the bass of 
the funk got the best of him, he lowered his body to the ground, 
hopping on his feet and shrinking his kinky fro to the sizeof a little 
bush. Since the boogie was more contagious than theplague, the 
rest of the Infinity Krewe got down in the street with Willie too. 
Intending to bust a few holes in their good parade shoes, they swung 
each other around and boogied down the road as an allied troop. 

“They so mighty!” Leola exclaimed as they walked around the 
Krewe to join the streetcar’s actual line. But before they could step up 
behind those waiting at the end of the line, a magician stopped them. 
He would let no one pass who had not first heard his spiel. 

“Pick a card, any card! It might be ya lucky day!” The magician 
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yelled and whisked a deck of cards in a merry-go-round around his 
body. 

The magician was a short man with ivory skin wearing a bright red 
and white three-piece suit. He also had a low strawberry dyed afro and 
sideburns that were thicker than molasses. 

“Good mawnin’ my name is Mr. Strawberry, and I’m here to tell ya 
dat these cards here ain’t no regular trick cards. Yeah, yall can use em to 
play ya spades, pitty-pat, and smut, but these here got a soul in every 
one of em. See, look at em while they dance for ya.” 

The cards then danced towards them, strutting their thin paper- 
backs like the arms and the shoulders of a doo-wop group while 
shifting their colors from the traditional black and white to different 
hues of dark green, magenta pink, and sun yellow. 

“We awright, man. Whatever you selling, we ain’t buying!” Kenny 
said. 

Mr. Strawberry then ordered the King of Hearts and the Ace of 
Spades to whisk into Kenny’s face. 

Both cards instantly flew over Kenny’s head and dropped in the air 
to float at eye level. 

“Oh, Lawd!” Kenny hollered. “What the hell, man!” The cards 
shook in the air before Kenny’s eyes like leaves on a tree. 

Kenny stared fearfully at them as a long silence fell over him. For 
the first time in his life, he was speechless. 

“What’s wrong, Kenny? What you see?” Joe asked. He looked at 
the cards and searched for the horrible thing that had caused such 
dread to fill Kenny’s eyes. 

But Joe saw nothing unusual about the design of the card, only that 
they floated and changed colors. 

However, Kenny saw an entirely different and terrifying perspec- 
tive. The cards appeared to Kenny as if they were shaking the black 
and white kings off their faces like water off a wet dog. The cards then 
borrowed Kenny’s own visage, including the slightly rectangular shape 
of his head and even the sweat on his glazed nose, to create a new 
portrait on the card faces that featured his head and shoulders in living 
color. 

“It’s me...” Kenny whispered and reached out his hand to touch 
the cards. 
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Wide-eyed and distressed, Kenny felt like his soul was being carica- 
tured in the cards. Suddenly, a drop of vibrant blue slowly dripped 
down the face of the King of hearts, and a drop of fluorescent red 
similarly dripped down the Ace of Spades. The cards then dressed 
Kenny’s portrait in royal regalia and rotated the head of the King so 
that the cards could stare him in his eyes. 

“It’s Kenneth . . . the Gemini, isn’t it?” The magician shouted out. 

The red card showed Kenny visions of his rage and of the worse 
day he’d ever experienced it. In the blue, he saw flashbacks of his 
weakness, a day from his past where he’d been abused. He saw trauma 
from never having known a gentle touch and muddled pain that had 
sat on his soul like bricks for too long. 

“You see it, don’t you?” the magician said. 

Kenny turned his head and looked at the man. 

“How you know my name?” Kenny retorted. 

“The soul cards toll me.” 

“Is you blind?” Leola asked. She noticed the man looking near 
Kenny, but not directly at his face. 

The magician stepped forward and waved his hand in front of his 
eyes, then with a shrug he added, “As a bat! But I ain’t got to see 
nothin here in this world cause these here cards talk to me. Nobody 
but me can hear em. They tell me everything I need to know. They can 
see the past, the future, and they can even see how we're all put 
together.” 

“See them two cards dat’s yearn’s, dat Ace and that King? They 
seem to thank you got two parts to ya. I thank they guessed right. So, 
I'll give you a deal, sell em to ya for twenty Mardi Gras bucks.” 

“Uh, uh! Don’t buy dem ole fake soul cards, mister. Mines stopped 
working after two weeks, and he ain’t even give me my money back! If 
you want the real deal, you got to go buy yo cards from the 3rd ward 
disco giants on Old Piron Street.” A woman dressed as a Black 
Cleopatra leaned her head into the conversation with glistening gold- 
plated lips. 

“Yous a got damn lie!” the magician said with an appalled gasp. 

“If they ain’t workin no mo, it’s cause yo country ass prolly 
broke’em. And all the giant’s gon’ do is charge y’all mo for the same 
product. My cards do the same thing theirs do!” 
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“Yeah, whatever. I’m reporting yo ass to the Tramps!” the woman 
yelled and walked away. 

Mr. Strawberry looked back at Kenny and grinned with embarrass- 
ment. “Forget her, she tellin stories on me! So what’s it gonna be, man? 
I really don’t want you to miss out on this deal. I can’t promise ya the 
same price later on.” 

By being so engrossed in the argument with the gleaming Cleopa- tra, 
the magician hadn’t noticed that Kenny had somehow closed hiseyes 
to the cards and had shaken his head viciously to place the visions of the 
past he’d seen back in the deepest wells of his subconscious 
memories. 

“No, man! I don’t want em,” Kenny exclaimed angrily. 

The cards then fell from Kenny’s eye level and flew back to Mr. 
Strawberry. 

When the cards flew away, Kenny stormed past Mr. Strawberry, 
pushing the stocky man out of the way to stand in the streetcar line. 

“Remember . . . I can see your future, and you'll be back!” The 
magician cackled. 

“What’s wrong, Kenny? What’d you see?” Leola asked and followed 
behind her husband. 

“Nothin’! Just leave it lone, Lee. I’m awrite,” Kenny fumed and 
shook his head again. 

Aldora looked to Joe and exchanged a gaze that only the two of 
them could define. They’d seen Kenny’s emotions unravel only once 
before, a few years prior, and they knew he’d seen something that 
disturbed him. 

“You think it’s about the--“Aldora said. 

“T don’t even know, Dora. But good Lawd, I can tell he’s spooked,” 
Joe said. 

“Hey, you awrite man?” Joe asked, as he walked beside Kenny. 

Kenny glanced at Joe and opened his mouth, but before he could 
answer his friend, the sound of screeching metal and an upbeat Jazzy 
melody drowned out all other sound. The music and metal dared to 
compete with the after-parade noise that was already breathing life 
into the streets, and it won. 

“Oh yall, there it go! dat’s it, dat’s the streetcar!” Leola said. 

The streetcar crept into view with dark army green paint all over 
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its rounded metal frame and light red rectangular windows. The car 
released a lovely sea-blue smog that chased the train’s underbelly and 
was the magic that carried the car above and over the rails. 

“Tt ain't got no wheels?!” Aldora said with a gasp, shocked that the 
streetcar screeched as if it did. 

“No wire neither, it’s flying! Lawd, ain’t this something hea!” Joe 
added. 

DEEET! The car’s squeaky phantom breaks sparred as they 
resisted nothing but the air. 

The train then screeched to a stop at the very front of the post 
with Jazz music splashing from the back of the car loud and proud. 
The boarding process began immediately and the line moved forward 
as if it breathed. 

Aldora looked at the car's rear and saw the source of the Jazz. 
There was a band playing at the very back of the streetcar, taking up at 
least six of the seats. 

She also noticed that everybody that stood ahead of them in line 
had their Mardi Gras coins in hand as they waited for their turn to 
board. Some even had coins of a variety of unique colors and shapes, 

“Get y’all coins out!” Aldora murmured under her breath. 

Aldora took her two coins out of her pocket and swallowed hard. 
She also checked the hands of Joe, Leola, and Kenny to be sure they 
heard her. She didn’t turn her head forward again until everyone had 
their coins in their hands. 

At least three songs played before they made it to the front of the 
line. Aldora was the first of the group to board the bus, but she was 
hesitant to step aboard the floating charm. She placed her foot on one 
of three brown steps on the floating train and paused. 

“What’s the holdup! I got to get to work!” A fanged man behind 
the group yelled. 

“Go head Dora, I’m right behind ya,” Joe encouraged. 

Aldora willed herself to climb the steps until she was standing in 
front of the train’s conductor and a little brown machine that collected 
Mardi Gras coins. 

The conductor was a brown-skinned man who looked very human. 
He was not wearing any costume or a masquerade mask. The man 
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frowned at Aldora, and she raised her sweaty hand and dropped the 
coin in a small slot into which only Mardi Gras coins could fit. 

CLANK, the coin grumbled. She raised her hand to put her second 
coin in the slot. 

“Uh uh, just one per ride. You use the other one on the way back to 
the city,” the conductor said. He stared into Aldora’s eyes with 
distrust. 

“Oh!” Aldora answered. She then walked past the conductor and 
headed to the nearest row of brown-wooden empty seats that she 
could find. 

“Hm.” She inhaled as she walked down the crowded aisle. 

The car smelled as sweet as a praline shop with a funky pinch of 
sour lemonade. 

Aldora looked about to see passengers talking, laughing, bobbing 
their heads to the music, singing, performing spells and magic tricks, and 
generally busying themselves with their own affairs, which curi- ously 
put her nerves more at ease. 

“Aw Lawd, here we go. This ain’t gon’ be good,” The conductor 
mumbled to himself. He discreetly watched the Doucettes through the 
mystified convex mirror above his head. 

But when the very last ghoul that the streetcar could fit had 
boarded, the conductor shut the doors and eased away from the 
pickup post. 
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“You are ready, sister. There isn’t anymore prepping or priming in the 
world that could make you look any more beautiful,” Navarra said and 
stepped beside Madina, as her sister beheld her own reflection. 

She breathed out slowly to digest Madina’s overwhelming beauty. 
Navarra was one of Madina’s older sisters of the seven, born fifth, and 
she was the living sin of Envy. Navarra anxiously pushed her hands down 
the lining of her tiny frame, running her hands across the soft beads on 
her lilac dress. She looked away from Madina’s mirror and at the berry 
red marble walls in Madina’s powder room to distract her jealous eyes. 

“I know, Navarra. It’s just ... I think ’'m nervous,” Madina said. 
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She twisted around as she viewed herself in the ceiling-tall oval mirror 
and lightly fluffed the ends of her large waterfall curls, ignoring Navar- 
ra’s pleas to stop fixing her imaginary imperfections. 

Madina looked at the back of her plunging red dress. Her cream- 
colored back was blemishless, and it dipped deep, curving on the sides 
and in the middle. The gown covered her arms and pooled around her 
ankles, leaving a long thin trail behind her back that faded from the 
color of her red dress to a pitch black. 

“Nervous about what Madina?” Navarra asked. 

“Bout .. . I don’t know how I will be received, I guess,” Madina 
answered honestly. 

“BOUT IS NOT A WORD, MADINA, and no, you are not nervous. 
It scares you! Tell me why?” Carmella joined the conversation from the 
middle of the oval mirror Madina was staring into. Carmella then pushed 
her body through the glass as red and green smoke pouredout onto the 
floor. 

“I don’t fear anything, Carmella,” Madina said and pointed her 
head high. 

Not even you, she thought. Carmella was Madina’s oldest sister in 
sin-hood; she was the firstborn female witch likened to one of the 
seven deadly sins, and she had become pride over a thousand years ago. 

“So what is it, Madina?” Navarra pushed. 

“It’s just that I am not like any of the Queens that came before me. 
Not one of them. So, I don’t know how the vote will fair for me.” 

“Yes, that is true,” Navarra responded. 

“You were nothing compared to them.” Carmella added. 

“You were a black bed wench before your human life ended, the 
child of a dirty slave, a bourbon street whore. Please correct me if I 
missed anything. So, maybe they won’t accept you at all... Maybe 
they'll choose someone with a better reputation and send you back to 
the gutter.” Carmella said in a hopeful tone. 

“But they who choose not to respect Madina will know a fate worse 
than death.” Navarra had stepped close to Madina to whisper the last 
part quickly in her ear. 

“What was that?” Carmella asked, having not clearly heard Navar- 
ra’s snarky comment. 

“I said they will know a fate worse than death.” 


147 


THE KINGDOM ON THE BAYOU 


Carmella gasped when she heard Navarra repeat the comment. “Is 
that a threat?” 

“No! It’s the truth. We have been weak for centuries, losing for 
centuries, suffering under the mighty hand of goodness and grace. If 
we don’t win, our damned eternity shall continue until the end of time. 
Madina can turn the tables.” 

Madina sighed, and Navarra pulled at her arms. “Madina, you are 
about to be given the most powerful gift of our kind. You will have the 
responsibility to carry out what no one before you could, and I believe in 
you. It was you, Madina, that made sure the greatest evil the worldhas 
ever known entered New Orleans. If you carry this mission to itsend, 
it is you that will be the devil’s wife,” Navarra concluded with 
yearning eyes. 

“Hmph?” Carmela scoffed. 

“The devils wife?” She choked on the words. “Is that who you wish 
to become, Madina?” 

“Yes. That is what she wants. After all she’s done for us, don’t you 
think she deserves it?” Navarra restated. 

“lM TALKING TO MADINA!” Carmela sneered. 

Madina continued looking in the mirror and did not respond. She 
then took one last look at herself and turned away from her reflection. 

“Yes. That is what I want.” She faced Carmella and locked onto her 
sister's green iris, which instantly flushed red. 
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The Back of the Bayou was located so far away from the center of the 
Kingdom that it was the last stop on the streetcar’s voyage, the last 
before the trolley would head back to Madina’s bewitched French 
quarter square and begin the journey all over again. By the end of each 
trip, the train was full of the Kingdom’s stepping stones: those who 
lived in the Back of the Bayou and only came to the city by force or to 
work. 

“Lawd, they po’as Joe’s turkey back hea, huh?” Kenny said and 
looked out of the window of the streetcar as they entered the Back of 
the Bayou. 

On every road, there were dirt paths with tiny creole-style wooden 
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houses at the end of them and water flowing through low-lying ditches. 
There wasn’t an oak tree or mansion in sight like those that lined the 
streets of the neighborhoods that lay close to Madina’s residence. 

“Shame how they got them otha folks livin at the front of the 
Bayou, and back hea its all raggedy and tow up.” 

“Hmmph, a bunch of sugar shacks. Look just like mama house, 
huh?” Aldora commented. 

“Yeah. They ain’t got all them ole white mensions back hea, do 
they.” 

“No, indeed Lawd, they prolly ain’t even got runnin water back hea. 
This sad sad!” 

The streetcar screeched to a stop in front of a short wooden bench 
that could fit three people at most. Everyone on board got up and 
hurried off the train as if they had work to do. 

This included the Doucettes, who descended from the streetcar 
and stepped onto the dirt road with unpainted wooden houses on each 
side. All around them were characters and spirits. Some walked about, 
some were sitting on their porches, and a group of at least forty chil- 
dren played with ropes, two dirty brown balls, and hovering marbles. 
The sun was blazing, and the kids were full of sweat that sparkled on 
their skin, hides, and multi-colored souls. 

When the group walked off the bus, everyone around stopped what 
they were doing and stared at them. 

“Mawnin, how y’all doing?” A man stepped across the corner where 
they were standing and muttered with his head down. 

They stood a few feet away from a one-story house on the corner 
where an old black woman with short grey hair rocked in a dark, chest- 
nut-colored levitating chair. 

“Aye, somebody name Grean stay round here?” Joe blurted out. “No! 

And y’all need to get from round here cause you ain’t from 
here,” the woman on the porch answered with an attitude. 

“Dat cow lying,” Kenny muttered to the others. “Looka here,” he 
said loudly to the woman. “I ain’t got time for all this bullshit. The fella 
down in the city already toll us to come back here and ask for Grean. 
I’m sicka being toyed with, I got to shit, I stank, and everythang else! 
Now, where the hell is Grean at? I ain't wasting’ no mo time!” 
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“What fella?” The woman questioned in a mild tone. She continued 
rocking. 

“The skinny Jester, Van . . . something. We don’t know!” Joe 
answered. 

The woman looked toward a skinny child with two long braids who 
was playing with a large Thumbelina baby doll on the floor of the 
porch. 

The child opened her hand, and the doll ran to her. 

“Luh’girl, get up and go tell’ha what they said,” the woman directed 
the child. 

The child closed her palm, and the doll fell dead on the porch. The 
girl then ran into the house and stayed inside for a few minutes. 

“She said, let them come in,” the child yelled as she emerged from 
the house. 

“Come on, then!” the woman grumbled from the steps, and the 
chair rocked back down to touch the wooden front porch. The front 
door opened by itself. 

The group walked toward the woman, hurriedly climbed the porch, 
and stepped cautiously into the house. 

Their eyes scrolled around the tight wooden home, but they could 
only see the living room. The rest of the house was hidden behind 
three wooden doors. Wooden boards also covered every window in the 
living room except for one that hung over a small brown couch. This 
window had a noisy air conditioning unit dangling out of it. However, 
the house still held heat like an oven and felt like hell had entered 
through the front door. 

“Y'all can sit,” the woman said, gesturing toward the brown couch. 

Aldora peeked around the living room and saw a piano covered in 
dirt and spider webs. 

The sound of rumbling behind a door directly across from them 
caught their attention--someone with hard footsteps and broad feet 
was coming. 

The door to the kitchen suddenly whirled open and out walked a 
woman with blush-red skin. She looked to be around 80 years old, but 
she was actually much older than that. She wore an off-white cloth-like 
dress and thin house slippers. 
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“Who Aldora?” the woman said without speaking a greeting. 
Aldora jumped when she heard her name. 

“Me. I’m Dora,” she said. 

“Oh, I heard you. Crying, mourning ...so you must be her mama. 
My name Grean.” 

Grean walked near to Aldora and grabbed the skin of her elbow. 
“Come on. Take a walk with me right quick, Mama.” 

Aldora lightly slipped her elbow away from Grean and glanced at 
Joe with a look of tense concern. 

Grean caught the “Heifer, I don’t know you” look in Aldora’s eyes. 

Grean breathed deeply and walked to the front door. She opened it 
but didn’t look behind her to see if Aldora was following. 

Who the he" is she? Joe thought. He rose from the couch to follow 
Grean out the door, with Aldora, Leola, and Kenny behind him. 

They walked close behind Grean’s ashy, thick heels and followed 
her back outside onto the porch with the playing child and the woman in 
the rocking chair. 

Grean suddenly turned around and pressed her thick hand on Joe’s 
shoulder. 

“T ain’t ask to talk to y’all. Just her maw for right na. Don’t worry, 
we gon’ be walkin right up the street. Ain’t even gon’ pass dat house 
right there.” Grean pointed her three-ringed wrinkled finger to a house 
with a single fine brown flower in its front yard. 

Joe looked to his wife and shook his head no. 

“It’s awrite, Joe. Let me see what she talkin about,” Aldora said. 

Aldora and Grean descended the porch steps and went out onto 
the dirt road. They walked side by side, and Aldora watched the chil- 
dren play. 

“I got twenty-seven kids,” Grean said. 

“Had em all right up in there.” She pointed to the house. 

“Got bout seventy somethin grands, great grans, and even some 
great, great, great grans on the way, I heard.” 

“Oh,” Aldora answered awkwardly as she saw everyone staring at her 
walking beside Grean. 

“I love my churn to death, ya hear? I’d let them split me clean in 
two, from the rooter to the tooter if that meant I could save em from 
this sad, sad world.” 
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“IT done seen and felt some pain, ya know? But my churn, they keep 
me from wanting to just cut my troubles, slit my neck, and head right 
on to hell to suffer some mo.” 

“Yeah?” Aldora said and looked at Grean skeptically. She didn’t 
know where Grean was going with the conversation. 

Aldora looked around her and saw the depleted houses and the 
broken marble in the road that scraped the bottom of her shoes as she 
walked. 

“So how many churns you got loving you?” Grean stopped walking 
and faced Aldora. 

They were about six houses away from Grean’s house. 

“What’chu mean?” Aldora shook her head in confusion. 

“Ya got the one that just passed, and how many mo?” 

“Just two mo.” 

Grean dropped her head and shook it. 

“No. You got mo’. I know dat fo’ sho,” Grean said. 

“T ain't got no mo’ churn!” Aldora shouted. 

“Ya damn sho do. Got dat one that just passed, the two outside the 
bayou, and one more. Another dead one.” 

Aldora gasped. 

“How ...” Aldora whispered. 

“How you know bout my son?” 

“Cause he still love you, sistah. He really love you.” 

Aldora backed away from Grean. 

“What you mean still?” 

“His love for ya living, even if he ain’t. Once that love got on yo 
soul, it ain’t gon’ never go away, I tell ya.” 

Aldora shivered at the thought. 

“What his name was?” Grean asked Aldora. 

“Uh, lil Joe. Joe Jr.,” Aldora said. 

“All dem years still feel like the day it happened, huh?” 

Aldora shook her head as tears pooled in her eyes. 

“Hmmph. It do,” Aldora said and wiped her face. 

“Dora, when yo girl died, I was woke up out my sleep by yo tears. I 
heard em before I even knew who you was. I knew in my heart some- 
thin' was gon’ bring you to me. Now I know it’s cause me and you is 
the same.” 
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“See, look,” Grean waved her hand in the air and smoke rose from 
her fingers. 

Aldora backed away until she saw the white smoke clear from 
Grean’s hand. 

Grean grabbed a square picture frame from amidst the smoke and 
held it up. 

“This was my baby.” Grean caressed the compact frame. 

Aldora looked into Greans’ palm and saw a gray picture of a small 
toddler. 

“One day, I caught myself trying to run back to the other dimen- 
sion of New Orleans with my baby. I was real close too. We had made 
it all the way to the woods, but I didn’t have time to feed em before I 
left, and he was hungry and fussy. He starts a crynin, and the Tramps 
found us.” 

“Next thing I know, the Queen found out what I did, and every- 
body else too. The people saw me as some kind of hero of sorts. But 
she didn’t. She snatched my baby out of my arms and threw me ina 
chamber on the other side of the river. I sat there with no food or 
water for days, and when they finally brought me out, I thought my 
punishment was through. They let me go. But when I got back on this 
side of the river, in the city, I saw everybody going to the courtyard and 
there was some talk of a ceremony going on. I followed them, and I 
saw her standing on the highest balcony in the palace. She was holding 
my son. She waited until the courtyard was full, then she threw him to 
the ground. I tried to get to him, to catch him, but he hit the court- 
yard steps and died right there.” 

“She let his body rot there until the scavengers ate every piece of 
him up, and the rain washed away the rest of him,” Grean said with 
downcast eyes. 

“My God.” Aldora shook her head as she imagined the scene. 

Grean lifted her head. 

“Back then, wouldn’t nothin I could do bout my child dying. Not a 
damn thing but cry and wish I was dead. Hell, I wished everybody was 
dead when I lost my son.” 

“Seein dat gal you just lost just showed me dat Queen still ain’t 
change!” Grean yelled. 
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“She a monster. And if yo daughter was my child, I’d go to hell right 
now if I could save her from the kind of pain she got coming to her.” 

“Whatchu mean?” Aldora asked. 

“Well, ya baby is dead true and through, but she ain’t die with her 
soul in her. Queen took it from her for sure.” 

“What?” Aldora said in shock. 

“Yeah, when humans die, the soul separates from the body, but 
when you get killed by a demon like her, they take the soul and keep it. 
So one day, her soul gon’ burn out and stay wherever the Queen put it 
before she killed her.” 

“Oh no, dat can’t be true.” Aldora grimaced. 

“T hate dat it is. Dora, the only reason I’m tellin you this is cause I 
know you loves yo churn with all you got in you,” Grean added. “And I 
don’t know yo baby, but I want to give you something that I ain’t have 
when I was in yo shoes all them years ago. I might know a way to help 
ya baby. I just need you to trust me and don’t you tell nobody what we 
talk about. I mean no one can know what I’m bout to tell you.” 

“Go head on’ say what you got to say, I’m listenin,” Aldora said. 

Grean paused and stared into Aldora’s weary eyes. 

“First, there ain’t no fairytale way out of this. Helping that gal gon’ 
be hard... painful!” 

“Go on!” Aldora nodded confidently. 

“There’s an old spell that I found years ago called the Anchor’s 
Curse. A witch made it in the 1300s. I never used it before, but I thank 
if we can get it to work, we can kill Madina. When we kill her, I thank 
we can bring S. Bonds back to life too. But be warned, old magic is 
tricky, very tricky. Things don’t always go right.” 

“Just tell me what I need to do, and I’m gon’ do it! I'll do whatever! 
I want that witch dead by tonight if she can get that way,” said Aldora. 
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- Y ou can do what now?” Joe held Grean’s words a few feet 
from his heart, in case he had heard her wrong. 
“T thank I can—” Grean spoke again. 

“Wait a minute, waita minute. you sayin’ to me you can bring S. 
Bonds backtous alive?” 

“With this spell, I believe I can,” Grean answered. 

Leola screamed. “Oh, what a blessing!” She placed her hands on her 
cheeks and hugged Kenny. Though his scowling facial expression never 
changed, he smiled inside. 

Joe dropped to the couch and stared at the ceiling. 

Aldora sat beside him and placed her hand on top of his. 

“I know it sounds unlikely, but we got to try this. We ain’t got many 
more options. Joe, she even knew about Jr. She knew about Joe Jr. 
without me saying a thang!” 

Joe looked at Aldora in shock. 

“I think we should listen and do what she says. Cause if we don’t, so 
she say, S. Bonds might lose her soul. We can’t let that happen. We 
can’t,” said Aldora, glancing at Grean with a pained expression. 

“Lady, you know my baby S. Bonds wasn’t right up here, huh?” Joe 
said, pointing to his head. 
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“It happened after she saw her brother die, and since that day, she 
wouldn’t never the same. 

Started having seizures and everything. But through it all, my baby 
stayed what they call... pure. She was a good child, been sweet all her 
life, I tell ya!” 

“Every day I came home, I rememba my baby would have some- 
thing to tell me dat just made me smile. I’m tellin ya, dat S. Bonds 
brought me so much joy! I was learning her how to be mo’normal too. 
She was tryin real hard. Even though we still had a long way to go, 
anybody could see dat my baby was throwed off.” 

“Ya know, dat right dere makes me want to just go crazy on this 
witch cause I don’t even UNDERSTAND HOW ANYBODY 
COULD HURT MY BABY, SEEING DAT SHE ALREADY 
WOULDN'T RIGHT IN THE HEAD. It’s like hurtin’ a lil puppy dog. 
How could dat witch show her no mercy? How?” Joe leaned upfrom 
the couch and looked Grean in her eyes. 

“Ma’am, true be told, I wouldn’t ready for this at all. S. Bonds was 
never even the child I thought me and Dora would lose next. I know 
everybody gotta die someday, but I thought fa’sho it would be our 
other daughter, Netty, cause she livin bad outchea. But we never had to 
worry for S. Bonds. Dat’s what makes this hurt mo. I wouldn't ready to 
lose my baby,” Joe said, his face flushed. 

“The whole time we was coming up here to see you I was low. I was 
blaming Gawd, myself, my oldest daughters, just about everybody. But mo 
than anythang, everythang in me was just begging for somebody to help 
us, and here you go! Comin’ to us telling me you tryna fill this hole in my 
heart. So ma’am, even if it don’t work out, Gawd bless you for even tryin’. 
Lawd knows I ain’t gon’ be no mo good if I never see my child again.” 

“You can trust dat I’m gon’ try my best,” Grean exhaled and 
grabbed Joe’s hand. 

“And what about the witch? How we gon’ get to her? I ain’t letting 
her get away with what she did,” Joe said. 

“Don’t worry, we gon’ take care of dat tonight,” Grean responded 
grimly. 

“How can we best help?” Leola asked. 

“First thing I need y’all to do is help get S. Bonds’ body and bring it 
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here to the Kingdom so we can put the spells on her. Cause later on 
today, all Hell gon’ break loose, and we need to make sure everybody is 
where they supposed to be, so nothing goes wrong,” Grean explained. 

“But good thang is, y'all ain’t the only ones who want to put an end 
to the Queen. They got folks all over the Kingdom dat’s ready for a 
change. They sick of being scared. It’s time we finally feel peace and 
love and dat ole devil gets dealt with for all the dirt and evil she put in 
this world.” 

“Right on. I can get with that!” Kenny seconded. 

“Alright na, so let’s go get S. Bonds’ body first.” 

“Okay!” Joe rose from the couch and started walking towards the 
front door. 

“Oh no, not that way. It'll take too long to get back here. The 
quickest way to move around in the Bayou is through a portal, and only 
one of y’all going back. I need the rest of ya to stay here just in case 
somethin’ goes wrong,” Grean said. 

“A portal?” Leola asked, puzzled. 

“Mmmpbh, it’s the same thang dat brought y’all to the Kingdom. I 
suppose Vandivier brought y’all through the trees?” 

“Yeah, he did.” 

“Dat’s a portal. The woods are full of em’. It’s the way the Tramps 
cross over when they watch the woods.” 

“Y’all just sit back down, close ya eyes and get comfortable, I’ll take 
us there.” Grean stood in front of them and began to clap. 

She opened her hands and dipped her arms back. They heard a 
whisper of a woman with a sweet singing voice and felt a hot gust of air 
against their skin. 

Grean kept clapping, and the breeze in the room picked up every- 
thing heavier than a feather and swirled it in a wild circle around the 
room. The woman’s whisper then grew louder, as loud as a whistle. The 
hint of a boyish alto joined the racket, and the sound of a chuckling 
child as well, blowing with prodigy talent on a horn. .. until they real- 
ized they were listening to a magical instrumental, a wordless spell 
song. While their ears chased the voices of the humming ghosts, 
Grean’s clapping intensified, and the wind she placed inside the 
wooden home grew to the size of a looming tornado. Instead of 
moving them from the couch, however, the tornado winds swiped 
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everything from the walls—the dirt and webs from the piano, and the 
rotting wood from the flooring. 

“What’s goin’ on?” Leola exclaimed loudly and covered her ears. 

Aldora looked around her and saw what looked like multi-colored 
sand swirling in the wind above their heads. 

“Watch out!” she shouted in fear and hunched her shoulders down. 
She closed her eyes while the magical dust flew around the room, 
peeling everything old and septic that didn’t belong in Grean’s real 
estate. 

Afew moments later, Grean’s clapping slowed and the sound of a 
thick, ticking clock entered their ears. When the clapping stopped, 
Aldora opened her eyes and inhaled. The living room that they were 
sitting in looked entirely different from the one they sat in a few 
moments prior. Instead of the old, tattered furniture, the rotten 
smells, and blazing heat they felt from the old living room, this new 
one was decorated like a gallery and was very well kept. 

The walls were decked in a variety of dark red and purple paints 
with memorials of every Mardi Gras parade and Second Line celebra- 
tion Grean had ever been to. Grean packed the living room, kitchen, 
and every crevice of the house with color struck sequenced umbrellas, 
dazzling wigs, and the costumes of Mardi Gras Indians covered in 
giant feathers. Many of these were recreations of the outfits of partic- 
ular paraders that had stayed in her mind over the ages. The room also 
held the polished, once worn crowns of the greatest Mardi Gras Kings 
and Queens of the past, along with hundreds of large glass cups bearing 
cursive writing that announced the year of the Mardi Gras season for 
which each was made, and to which parade the cup had belonged. 

“Well, I'll be damned,” Kenny said, looking around the room at the 
decorations and all that Grean had changed. 

Aldora glanced down and saw that the couch they sat on had even 
shifted to the same purple color and was much softer than the first one 
they'd encountered. The living room had a huge, blazing fireplace that 
burned dark berry-purple flames. Grean fed it purple firewood to keep 
it alive. Aldora looked over to where the old spider-covered piano once 
sat and saw another one, also black, but polished and floating above 
the floor in a consistent bounce. Next to it was a five-armed library 
case that covered an entire wall and was full of strangely sized and 


158 


textured books. Some of the books bore painted Mardi Gras masks on 
their covers; others were smaller than a crawfish or were as wide as a 
King Cake, laid flat on the shelf with similar ones in a neat pile. 

“You changed yo house?!” Kenny yelled out. 

“Yeah, dat’s only how my house looks to anybody I don’t trust. 
Queen, thank we gon’ live back here all poor and sickly, like trash. But 
she wrong. All these houses in the back of the Bayou got two sides to 
em’,” Grean explained. 

“Na’ come here, see this mirror?” She pointed at a round mirror 
poised between a crowded shelf of strikingly decorated second line 
umbrellas. The umbrellas were designed with everything from fur to 
feathers, glitter, beads, and shingles. 

They all walked over to the mirror and looked at themselves. 

“We look like the real us!” Aldora swiftly noted. They had not 
taken their masks off yet, but the mirror showed them their true 
selves. 

“Hmm-mph! This mirror ain’t no regular mirror. Nothin’ in this 
room is. But this here mirror is a magic mirror. It show whatever you 
truly think you are, and it'll also take you wherever you think you 
wanna be.” 

“Oh, I got it na’. My ain-tee told me a story about one of these 
kinds of mirrors. They can take you anywhere in the city you wanna 
go, huh?” 

“It was supposed to,” Grean answered. “But nobody really use these 
mirrors no’mo. Queen had em all destroyed years ago because folks 
kept going back and forth between this dimension and the other one 
too freely. The dead was visiting they people, haunting whenever they 
felt like it. Immortals and ghosts started lingering in the city too long, 
dating humans, and not growing old. People caught on and started 
telling rumors ‘bout us dead folk. Madina was real close to losing it all, 
so she got rid of all the mirrors.” 

“So how you kept yo mirror?” Joe asked. 

“I didn’t. She came through and destroyed mine with the rest of 
em. But I built my own. It took a few years to get the spells and curses 
just right, but eventually, I found out how it worked.” 

“And for the people who tried to hide they mirrors, she did some- 
thing real bad to them. She cut the line between our New Orleans and 
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y’all’s, so whoever stepped in the mirror portal after she put the ban 
out got stuck in they magic mirrors forever. They still in there to this 
day.” 

“Dat ain’t right,” Leola said. 

“Yeah, she worser than the worse, but she ain’t know I would be 
able to make my own magic mirror, and this is exactly how we gon’ go 
get S. Bonds. So where she at now?” Great asked. 

“On the floor. In the bathroom of our house,” Aldora answered. 

“They got a mirror in there?” Grean asked. 

“Yeah, right above the bathroom zank. It’s right next to the tub,” 
Kenny said. 

“Well, one of y'all gon’ have to go through this mirror to the other 
dimension, pick up S. Bonds’ body and bring it back here.” 

“Tm gon’ do it,” Joe said quickly. 

“Well, hold up na’, here’s the thing: even though S. Bonds is dead, 
she fa’ sho got her soul living somewhere for the time being, and it’s 
still the owner of her body. So, to take her through, her soul got to 
trust whoever is trying to bring her to this dimension, or it won’t let 
her go through the portal. You'll be able to come back, but not her.” 

“So, Joe... do S. Bonds trust you?” Grean asked. 

“Yeah. I’m her paw. Of course, she do!” Joe answered in a defensive 
tone. 

“Awrite. We'll see. Stand here,” Grean commanded, and everyone 
but Joe moved to the side of the mirror. 

Joe stepped directly in front of the mirror. 

“Listen to my voice, and it'll take you there.” Grean stood behind 
Joe and turned her back to him so he could only stare at himself in the 
mirror. 

“Go in your head and thank about yo house. From the first time 
you saw a roach running cross yo counter, to every morning, you wake 
up and place yo feet on the floor to go to work. Thank about where 
you going. You say there’s a mirror in the bathroom? Picture it. How it 
looks. How it feels. Think hard. And when you ready, just touch the 
magic mirror.” 

Joe closed his eyes and thought hard. He saw the small bathroom 
of his home. The toilet wasn’t porcelain, but it was bright white. The 
tub was positioned to the right, and the walls were brown with quaint 


160 


mint green decorations. Joe saw the mirror in his home and so much 
more. Memories of the years he’d lived on Beauregard and Sabine 
linked themselves together in his head. When he felt ready, he rose his 
hand no higher than his chest and stepped forward. He felt the 
warmed magic mirror, which began misting with white smoke. He 
stepped forward until his entire hand was inside of the glass. 

Joe opened one scared eye to guide his footsteps and picked up his 
leg to step the rest of his large body inside. 

He witnessed the mirror portal opening, accepting him, and for a 
fleeting moment Joe daydreamt of the bathroom in his home so vividly 
that his thoughts transformed into prayers. The enchanted mirror 
sucked Joe’s footsteps into it, carrying him twenty feet or more into a 
black abyss. 

Joe glanced behind him and saw Grean’s living room and the eyes of 
everyone counting on him, though they could no longer see him. 

He looked around the dark abyss, and directly ahead in the middle of 
the darkness, he saw a mirror that was identical to the one in his 
home. The mirror was oval-shaped and reflected an empty silver towel 
rack and the same chipped wood on the bathroom walls of his house. 

“Wow,” Joe exclaimed and walked closer. 

Joe’s footsteps seemed the size of a giant’s from inside the mirror. 
He pushed his hand through the surface of the bathroom mirror of his 
house while lifting his leg to step into it. Since the mirror was above 
the sink, as Joe entered the bathroom he leveraged his leg between the 
rim of the tub and tried to ease down onto the floor. But he slipped 
and fell into the tub, knocking the wind out of his chest. 

“Shit!” he cursed. He grabbed his aching back, which now felt 
sprained at the spine. Joe laid in the tub until he caught his breath, 
then quickly moved out onto the floor where Sedora’s covered body 
lay. 

He bent down and lifted her body up with both arms. 

With one toss, Joe threw her tall, limp body over his shoulder and 
reached out to touch the mirror again. 

However, it felt hard and frozen. 

“Oh no, no, no, come on, na!” Joe said in a panic and pressed his 
fingers on the mirror again, but then he halted. 
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He overheard loud whispers in the house and footsteps on the 
bubbled wooden flooring in the front room. 

Joe hastily reached his hand over to the bathroom door and turned 
the lock. 

He looked around the bathroom in a panic and jammed his hand 
on the glass. Joe heard the footsteps near the door. 

“Oh no,” he moaned quietly. 

Then the door handle turned. 
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Annette and Josephine jolted out of their sleep amidst the sound of 
something heavy crashing on the roof. 

“What was dat?” Annette said, clearing her throat and rubbing the 
sleep still in her eyes. 

“I don’t know,” Josephine said. She twisted her sore shoulder to 
relax the tension that grew overnight from sleeping in the front seat of 
her father’s truck. 

“Damn, we fell asleep,” Annette said, realizing it was morning. 

She looked over to Kenny’s truck and saw it was still there. 

“Jo, they never came out!” 

Josephine stared into the woods with her pupils bouncing off the 
trees. Annette looked at her, waiting for Josephine to soothe her fears. 

“Let’s just give em a lil mo’ time. They probably just got tired and 
didn’t want to walk the whole way back in the night.” 

“Tm so nervous, Jo and I got to pee,” Annette complained. “Do you 
thank they awrite?” she asked. 

“I don’t know Annette. I just don’t know, okay? I think we would 
feel it if they wasn’t,” Josephine replied. 

“Yon know how you figure dat. We couldn’t tell with S. Bonds, and 
she was right in front of our faces.” Annette moved around and shuf- 
fled in her seat as she felt something poking her in her back. 

She pushed her body forward and dug behind her back with hands. 

Josephine glanced out of the window and pursed her lips together. 

“You right, Netty. We shoulda believed her when she said some- 
thing was wrong. We wasted all that time.” 


Annette dug into a slit in the cloth seats and tugged at something 
hard. She pulled out a little book. 

“This was sticking me in my back.” Annette held the book in 
the air. 

“What is it, a Bible?” Josephine asked 

Annette opened the palm-sized book and fluttered through the 
pages with her thumb. There were over 700 golden brown pages, all 
written on in a language that was not English. 

“Uh-uh. Don’t look like no Bible to me,” she said. 

Annette turned to the first page and saw writing at the bottom of 
the book. 

“Property of Ol Ella, from the St. Thomas Project,” she read aloud. 

“Who the hell is OlElla?” Annette asked and began thumbing 
through the pages again. 

“And why she got her stuff in my paw car? Cause mama ain’t got no 
friends name Ella........ Jo, you don’t think Daddy steppin’ out on Mama, 
huh?” Annette continued flipping through the pages. 

“Girl, no! Daddy would never. He probably gave somebody a ride, 
and they left it—" 

“OH MY GOD JO, LOOK AT THIS!” Annette screamed and 
dropped the book from her hands. It fell into her lap. 

“What Netty!” Josephine screamed. 

Annette picked up the book and spread open the page she last saw 
near the end of the book. The page displayed a picture of S. Bonds 
when she was a baby, her eyes gouged out with black ink and her 
mouth slit with a blade on both sides. 

“Netty ” Josephine said breathlessly and grabbed the book from 
Annette’s hands. She stared at the disturbing photo, afraid to touch 
it. 

PLOP! 

Suddenly they heard the roof of the car bow downward above their 
heads as if stretching to accommodate something heavy. 

They looked up, and the metal unexpectedly stopped moving. 

“Jo... ?” Annette said and looked at Josephine with her eyes 
crammed with fright. 

“Shh! Don’t talk,” Josephine hushed Annette, pointing her finger to 
the ceiling. 


THE KINGDOM ON THE BAYOU 


BOOM! The bed of the truck soared up off of the ground without 
warning. 

Josephine and Annette screamed and their behinds bounced 
momentarily from the seats. Turning their heads toward the sound, 
they saw two skinny red legs standing on the truck’s bed with a giant 
bloody hatchet. 

“GO! GO! GO!!!” Annette screeched from the back of her throat. 

Josephine thrusted her hands toward the ignition and scrambled to 
turn the key. 

“I'M TRYIN”!” Josephine frantically twisted the key to the igni- 
tion, but nothing sparked. 

“AHHHH GO! GO! It’s comin’, Jo! It’s comin’ towards us!” 
Annette screeched. 

Josephine turned the ignition again, and it finally fired to a rumble 
that shook the car. Josephine put the truck into reverse and slammed 
her foot on the gas. 

The tires spun in the dirt and then grabbed, sending the truck 
madly backwards. 

The figure was thrown forward into the air and landed on the dirt 
road, missing the hood of the truck by inches. 

Josephine slammed the truck into drive and pressed on the gas, 
jolting them towards the I-10 highway. She rammed the vehicle onto 
the interstate without checking to see if any cars were coming, and 
moments later they were hurtling down the interstate at 80 miles per 
hour. 

“What...or...who...in...the... hell was dat?” Annette cried. 

“I... I don’t know. I don’t even know! Just breathe, Annette!” 
Josephine exclaimed and reached over to grab Annette’s hand. 

Josephine was panicked and afraid too, her heart pounding. She was 
in shock, but she didn’t even realize it. 

Josephine turned to anxiously peer out the rear window. Behind 
them was only a fleet of cars they had passed, all seemingly heading to 
work. Josephine continued speeding down the highway with no clear 
destination in mind. She drove for ten minutes and traveled past the 
mass of sticks and stones that was the underdeveloped Superdome. 

“Where you going, Jo?” Annette asked, still agitated. 
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Josephine looked to Annette, swerved across traffic, and took an 
exit to get off the bridge. 

“Mama said to go by grandmaw Stella’s house and wait there!” 
Annette protested. 

“I know, Netty. Let’s just go by my house right quick and regroup. I 
just want to see my baby, and I know Claude don’t have a clue what’s 
going on.” 

“Awrite,” Annette conceded and leaned back in her seat. 

“T thank we should go back for them, Jo,” she suggested. “I don’t 
feel right leaving Mama and Daddy out there alone with whatever that 
was out there, Jo. I just don’t.” 

Josephine sighed and glanced at Annette while shaking her head. 

“T don’t either. But Netty, things are getting scarier and scarier by 
the minute. I don’t know what the hell is goin’ on, but we got to figure 
out a plan or something. I don’t think we should tell nobody what’s 
going on till we do. It’s just gon’ create more confusion.” 

Josephine continued, “First thing we need to do is find out if Mama 
and Daddy alive. Let’s go to my place, shower, figure out a plan, then 
go back.” 

Annette shook her head in agreement and leaned back in her seat, 
while Josephine sped towards her home like a bat out of hell. 
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“S. Bonds, its ya daddy, baby, I don’t know if you can hear me... but 
it’s me. IT’S ME, and I need your help.” Joe whispered in S. Bonds’ ear 
with his fingertips on the mirror, the same bathroom mirror that 
appeared unwilling to take him and S. Bonds’ body back to the Queen’s 
enchanted Bayou. 

Her lifeless body was slung over his right shoulder, and her weight 
was wearing him down. 

“I hear somebody in here,” a man’s voice announced from the other 
side of the bathroom door. 

The doorknob twisted again. 

“Parish police! Is anybody home? We got a call bout some folks 
running out this residence!” The officer knocked on the bathroom 
door. 
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“S. BONDS, IT’S ME! YA DADDY IS HERE!” Joe cradled S. 
Bonds’ neck in one hand. With the other he touched the glass again 
and felt his fingers ease slightly into the mirror. 

“Yes, it’s Daddy. It’s ya daddy. It’s me holding you, baby,” Joe 
repeated over and over. He rubbed S. Bonds’ back and cuddled the 
corpse as he would have done if she had survived the attack on her life. 

“Parish Police! We comin’ in!” The voices announced again. 

“Danny, kick it down!” Joe heard another man say. Joe leveraged his 
leg back on the tub and pushed S. Bonds’ body into the mirror portal. 
Her body slipped through the mirror and disappeared on the other 
side. 

Boom! The first kick to the door came. 

Joe looked and saw the door buckle in the middle with a black shoe 
peeking through the wood. He quickly threw his body into the mirror 
and was swallowed by the black matter on the other side. 

He landed right beside S. Bonds’ body. 

Joe looked back through the mirror and watched as two white 
policemen stormed into the bathroom of his home and looked around, 
confused. 

“Oh, hell no! I know I heard someone in here. I ain’t losing my 
mind, am I?” 

“No, Frank, I heard it too.” 

“Must be ghosts!” Frank said and shivered his hands playfully. 

“Stop joking around, ya damn animal. I mean, sheesh—look at all 
this blood!” 

“Blood . . . but no body. Let’s go back to the station and tell Anne 
to check the hospitals for anybody under the name of, uh, what’s the 
family’s name?” 

“Neighbors say Doucette, somethin’ like that.” 

“Yeah, that’s it. Tell Anne to check the hospitals and the morgue 
for any bodies with that last name that showed up within the last 
twenty-four hours.” 

“If she can’t find nothin, that means we got a murderer on the 
loose.” 


Chapter Thirteen 


A master organist and a pale white ghost presented her highness 

to the room. They played wordless melodies on the organ and 
piano in the largest foyer of the Plais d’Orléans, chilling the backbones 
of all who heard. 

Madina lifted the longest side of her velvet, passion-red dress and 
gently descended the stairs back down to the earth below. Since the 
night was too cold for New Orleanian tastes, Madina had donned a 
black velvet, Spanish-style cloak with a plunging hood that dangled just 
above her curvaceous hipbones. As she held up the side of her stun- 
ning gown, she revealed a pair of black, clear-glassed six-inch stilettos 
with sharp daggers fastened to the bottom of the heels. The shoes 
were an interesting paradox. 

Her wardrobe inventor, the mistress of fashion, had stained the 
glass of the shoes black, but this did not stop them from reflecting 
light. They reflected the foyer’s brilliant golden chandelier like two 
black stars. The designer had also embedded small black diamonds in 
the shoes’ heels. The jewels’ only purpose was to announce Madina’s 
wealth to all eyes. 

When her three minute descent down the seventy long steps of 
the staircase neared its end, Madina focused her eyes on her brothers 
and sisters in sin who were waiting at the bottom. She 
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didn’t speak, but her eyes told the crowd of siblings all they needed 
to know. 

Enjoy tonight, she thought, cause this wi! be ya! last night standing 
beside me. It’s time for you a! to stand beneath me. Madina was confident 
that she would be offered an engagement ring from the devil himself 
after her coronation that night. 

She was so confident that she had kept her fingers free of jewelry 
just so she could place the evil engagement ring on her hand without it 
facing competition from her other priceless jewels. 

The moment the heel of her stiletto graced the 65th step, she 
heard the echo of fast feet and panting, and her servant Emery burst 
through the foyer's entrance, drenched in sweat. 

“Queen! I... I NEED TO SPEAK WITH YOU BEFORE YOU 
LEAVE. IT’S AN EMERGENCY!” Emery yelled. 

The organist and piano-man stopped playing when they heard the 
urgency in Emery’s tone. They turned and faced him, then looked to 
Madina for a cue to continue. 

Madina’s eyes widened in embarrassment. 

She glared at Emery, now at the bottom of the steps, and immedi- 
ately stopped her descent. 

“YOU KNOW BETTER,” she warned venomously, curling her top 
lip with disgust. 

Then she inhaled deeply and released her anger. 

“WHAT IS IT!? DID YOU FIND THEM LIKE I TOLD YOU 
TO?” She clutched the sides of her cloak as she screamed at him, her 
voice echoing throughout the foyer's vaulted ceilings. 

Emery gulped hard. 

I can't say it. I can’t say it in "ont of them, I can't! She’! murder me! he 
thought. 

“No, not just yet, my Queen,” Emery’s voice quaked. 

“Edna is still searching with the hounds, It’s . . . it’s something else. 
There is a fire at the cabin in the woods!” Emery blinked and looked at 
Madina’s brothers and sisters, who stared at him as if he was an 
untrained dog. 

“SO! WHAT DOES THAT—” Madina began to yell, but she paused 
once she noticed the dire smell of Emery’s fear. It was stronger than 
she’d ever smelled it. 


“Well, it...it... it won’t go out your majesty, and It’s going to 
cover the woods soon. We need your help to get it...under control.” 

Carmella rolled her eyes and stepped past Emery. 

“T’m leaving, I won’t be made late,” Carmella said and pointed her 
nose in the air. 

The rest of the siblings noiselessly followed Carmella out of the 
foyer’s back door towards the dock behind Madina’s palace. 

Emery ascended the steps to whisper in Madina’s ear. 

“Queen, Monsieur Armand is HERE. Armand is inside of the king- 
dom,” he whispered like a mouse. 

Madina heard Emery’s words as if they came to her in slow motion. 

“YOU LIE!” she spat out with her eyes expanded. She pushed 
Emery down the steps, tumbling him back to the hard floor. 

“No! It’s true, my Queen. I saw him! I don’t know how he got in 
here, but he’s in. He’s here!” 

“WHERE!?” Madina hissed and flashed her fangs as they self- 
sharpened to match her anger. 

“The cabin,” Emery answered. 

“He’s being overseen by Vandivier and many Tramps, but he’s hurt. 
Attacked very badly by something in the woods, I was told.” 

“ATTACKED BY WHAT!?” Madina stepped down and grabbed 
Emery’s neck, crushing it with heat. 

“I don’t know! I don’t know!” Emery wheezed as he felt fire 
cooking his throat. 

Madina released her grip and Emery collapsed to the floor. She 
quickly marched out through the palace doors and saw her siblings 
boarding her royal steamboat, The Voodoo Queen. 

Madina stood motionless for a moment, watching her boat sway on 
the river. 

WHAT TO DO!? WHAT TO DO!? Madina raided her mind for an 
excuse. 

She jogged to the edge of the dock and called out to her oldest 
sibling, “Baron!” 

Baron slowed his silent hover onto the boat and turned his head 
toward Madina. His red eyes glistened from underneath his black steel 
helmet and met Madina’s gaze with anger. 

“You all go on without me!” Madina announced. “I need to take 
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care of this fire, and then I will be on my way to the coronation. I'll be 
right behind you.” 

Suddenly, she nearly doubled over in pain. Baron’s demonic energy 
poured out of him, targeting her before the last word had passed 
through her lips. 

‘Tl be no longer than a few minutes,” she insisted, squelching the 
pain and pushing the vomit back down her throat. She breathed 
heavily and leaned back upright. 

“HELL NO! THE CORONATION STARTS IN ONE HOUR, 
MADINA! YOU HANDLE YOUR BUSINESS WHEN YOU GET 
BACK. WE CAN’T RISK LOOKING WEAK IN FRONT OF 
EVERYONE BECAUSE YOU AREN’T THERE FOR YOUR OWN 
CEREMONY,” Zafir demanded loudly from the main deck. 

“MY FORESTS ARE BURNING UNCONTROLLABLY, 
ZAFIR,” Madina yelled back. 

“It seems you've forgotten where we mine the black matter from. 
We'll look more than just weak if everything burns to ash. We'll have 
nothing to offer him!” Madina said. 

Baron turned his face from Madina, but he replied to her by 
hovering onto the boat without giving her a single word, neither in her 
head nor aloud. He hated disorder and untimely surprises. 

This was Madina’s strike two. 

Madina walked back into the palace. She shut the tall white and 
golden doors and watched as her steamboat moved away from the 
dock. She then spun around to face Emery and saw him still struggling 
to collect his breath on the floor. She hurried past him toward the hall 
of mirrors, letting her cloak and hood fall to the ground behind her. 

Emery leaned up from the steps and opened his glass ball watch, 

“Look out! She’s comin’ your way,” he shouted into it. 
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The Kingdom was fast asleep, and though starless, the evening sky was 
still blue enough for Madina to see the cabin’s timber shadow from the 
edge of the woods. 

She glanced above her head, panting. 

The once glowing lanterns that she strung up in the trees dangled 
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dead, eerily freed of light. Her stony heart raced in her chest, and she 
knew something terrible had happened. 

She wondered how she would handle the portion of trouble before 
her. But when she felt her knees lowering to the wet grass, she knew 
what her body had determined to do. She pressed her nose to the 
ground and inhaled the scent of the long trail of blood she had been 
following since she entered her mirror portal to the woods. The ribbon 
of blood led directly to the cabin’s front door. 

Oh, no, no, no, no. No-no-no, I can’t lose him. She thought and tilted her 
head on the grass. 

His blood filled her nostrils. It was soaked with the twelve-hour old 
smell of impending death. 

“NOOOOO!!!” Madina’s voice rose above the trees. 

She lifted herself into the air and glided across the clearing of the 
woods, flying straight for the cabin. 

Opening her hand, she blew the door off its hinges. Madina’s cabin in 
the woods was a shrine, rebuilt and repurposed to be a place where she 
could spend scant hours alone with her lover and feel at peace hiding 
Armand from her enemy—the rest of the world. 

Madina stood just inside the threshold of the lodge with the moon 
shining upon her back. She smelled Armand all over the house, in 
every direction, as if something had flung him against every wall. 

Madina lightly placed her heels onto the creaky floors. She looked 
around the open kitchen. The entire cabin was dark and smelled of 
rotting wood. 

“REX!” She called out once, but only the fast wings of flying 
roaches and the heavy slither of snakes who’d broken in years ago 
answered her. 

Where are the Tramps! Madina thought. She neither saw nor smelled 
any of her soldiers, only more of Armands’ blood. 

“Oh,” Madina moaned and smashed her foot on the floor. She 
pressed her temples between her hands as the poison of grief began to 
congest her bloodstream. 

Biting into her lip, she breathed deeply, but nothing stopped the 
dread from spreading to every part of her body. 

Her eyes wandered to the closed door leading to the only other 
room in the cottage. She tilted her head down toward the floor and 
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prepared for it to happen to her again. Digging her nails into her 
palms, she walked to the bedroom, unable to keep herself from him 
any longer. 

She had to see him. 

Madina cracked opened the door slowly. Inside, Armand’s clawed 
body lay in the middle of a small coffee-colored bed. Beside him, a lit 
lantern on a spider-infested nightstand cast an orange glare onto his 
bloodied face. Madina’s heart ran to him before her legs could. 

Armand was bleeding from head to toe. His naked chest and his 
legs were riddled with bone-deep gashes. 

“Who did this to you?” Madina whispered to him. 

She gently placed her hands on his body. Blood seeped through the 
crevices of her fingers and smeared onto her skin. 

“Oh... I will kill them. I’m gonna kill them all,” she said. 

“I can’t lose you. You, the only thing that makes me happy.” She 
kissed Armand’s blood-drenched lips. Then Madina collapsed onto 
Armand’s chest and sobbed loudly. The entire cabin filled with her 
pain. 

“Madina .. .” Armand coughed blood out of his throat. 

“REX?” Madina shrieked at the sound of his voice. She had been 
crying so hard she hadn’t heard the distant but still living beat of his 
dying heart. Now it suddenly came to her like a drum in her ears. 

“Armand, my love . . . tell me, please. What did this to you?” 

Armand coughed more blood from his throat as he tried to speak. 

Madina grabbed Armand’s head and shook it lightly. She smeared 
blood from his left eye, which was entirely shut and full of bruises. 

“Just hold on for me baby, hold on, I’m gonna call somebody to 
help you,” she told him. 

Madina stood up and looked at the black glass ball watch on her 
wrist. She pierced the clock with her finger and turned it to call for her 
palace doctor, Mrs. Dubois. 

“Answer! Answer!” Madina screamed at the watch. 

The watch rang and rang. 

“Hello?” a woman finally answered in a sleepy, slightly annoyed 
voice. 

“GET UP AND COME TO THE CABIN!” Madina shouted. 
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Then her voice stopped short as she felt something standing behind 
her, a presence. 

“Madina.” Armand murmured through his maimed voice box. 

Madina looked at Armand. He was pointing his mangled finger 
behind her. 

She turned, just in time for her face to take two hundred pounds of 
the edge of a spiked metal bat. 

The blow knocked Madina’s head to the side. A single drop of 
blood oozed from her teeth. 

“VANDIVIER! IT WAS YOU!” She gasped. 

Vandivier backed away. 

He willed himself to swing the bat at her again. Madina caught the 
bat in the air and wrenched it from his grasp. She delivered a powerful 
kick to Vandivier’s groin, knocking him right out of the room and flat 
on his back. 

“COME ’ERE!” She growled. 

Madina dashed out the door toward Vandivier, who was struggling 
to rise and flee. 

BANG! BANG! BANG! Vandivier’s heavy church shoes stomped 
through the cabin, his knees almost hitting his chest as he ran, but to 
Madina the sound of his feet was like the pats of a fat rabbit. 

Her mouth salivated. 

“AH!” Madina caught onto his legs and extended her claws into 
both of them. 

“Dat’s what you did to him, huh?” She angrily muttered to Vandi- 
vier in a secretive tone, referring to the gashes in Armand’s legs. 

“Or did you bite him?” She opened her mouth and extended her 
teeth past her lips like a saber toothed tiger, aiming them at Vandivier’s 
legs. 

“AH, NO!!” Vandivier screamed and tried to kick his legs from 
under her claws, but she had pinned him. 

CHINE! Vandivier heard a cascade of shattered glass and a heavy 
grunt from Madina. 

With crossbow in hand, Grean had appeared from the kitchen’s 
angry shadows and shot Madina in the stomach. 

Madina hunched over, staring at a giant crystallized glass arrow in 
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the dead center of her gut. She fell to the floor and gripped her 
stomach. 

“No!” Armand cried as he watched Madina fall. He sought to raise 
himself up from the bed, but only his head would lift. 

Madina looked down and discreetly slid her claws back into her skin. 

She placed her finger on her lip, and in the dark, she gave Vandivier 
a murderous smile that he would never forget. 

“Armand! Help me, help!” she moaned. 

But as she stretched out on the floor to wail, her thoughts held no 
fear or despair. 

Shit! Rex can’t see me like this. These bitches gon’ make me ruin my dress 
with this blood! I'm going to have to go change! she thought between wails, 
unfazed by the arrow in her belly. 

“m a-coming, Madina,” Armand spoke groggily. He rolled himself 
to the edge of the bed. 

“Oh, it hurts! Please help me!” She made the most dramatic sounds 
she could utter. 

Grean stood over Madina and looked at her with repulsion. 

“You got some nerve, not wanting him to know what you really are! 
How many men you gon’ do this to, heifer?” Grean asked. 

“Aw yeah, devil! Show yo self!” Vandivier yelled. 

Madina turned her head to face Grean and squinted. 

“Who are you? Please, don’t kill me!” Madina pretended to beg. 

“Don’t worry. When you see what I got planned for you, you gon’ 
remember who I am then,” Grean answered. 

“Vandivier, call the Tramps to take her Casanova to the dungeon so 
he can watch her die. ’'m not through with him yet. We gon’ take the 
Queen on her last march around the city.” 

Vandivier stood from the floor and yanked the glass arrow of the 
crossbow from her gut. The arrow was sizzling and steaming from the 
black acid in Madina’s stomach. Vandivier walked into the room and 
shoved the arrow near Armand’s eyes. 

“Man, you ever seent blood this black?” 

The crossbow steamed and bubbled under the lantern light, and 
the blood dropped to the floor in clotted black masses. 

Armand tried, but with one eye busted and the other closed 
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completely, he couldn’t see what Vandivier was showing him in the 
dimly lit room. 

Vandivier then walked back to Madina and grabbed her by the 
arms. He dug into his pockets and pulled out two gloves made of bark. 
The gloves were various shades of brown, huge and prickly. Vandivier 
slid the gloves onto Madina’s hands. At first, they didn’t fit, but then 
the wood came alive and shrunk to fit her small hands perfectly. 

Vandivier whispered in Madina’s ear. “Yeah, we gotcha na, Queen. 
Grean said you was gon’ put on a good show for that boy up in there, 
and these gloves here gon’ stop all yo tricks!” 

Madina whimpered and pretended as if she was in pain but couldn’t 
pretend enough to shed a tear. 

“Oh, you performing! Try anything, any magic whatsoever and it’s 
gon’ bounce right back on ya,” Vandivier gloated. 

“Yeah, we figured out how to get’cha! We been waiting on this day! If 
you move around too much, the bark gon’ cutcha hands like a 
switchblade.” 

“Please! Stop it. Let me go!” Madina squealed. 

“Get’cha hands off her!” groaned Armand. 

Vandivier ignored him, pushed Madina out of the Cabin, and 
closed the door behind them. 
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Madina’s Kingdom was not full of enemies or rebels, so there would be 
no bayou-wide rebellion that night. Many of the souls in the Bayou 
were much too afraid to imagine coming against their wrathful Queen. 
And several hundred others were faithful sheep that loved evil and 
embraced Madina’s wicked ways. They needed pulling from the ground 
like all monstrous roots and were not deserving of mercy. 

But, with only a few hours to spare, it was impossible to chase 
down all of Madina’s disciples without awakening something terrible 
from the depths of Hell. Grean did not have enough Tramps or traps 
in her arsenal to get to them all at once. Inevitably, some zealous spirit 
would escape through the cracks, and word that Madina’s reign was in 
peril would travel down the Bayou like the river and Hell would be the 
first to know. 
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Grean recognized this truth better than anyone. 

They had to take the Kingdom quietly or not at all. Even history 
foretold it. On the night Grean first came against Madina with just her 
legs, and with her firstborn son in her arms, she was the closest she had 
ever made it to freedom. Vandivier was honest when he told Aldora 
that Grean was the only person in the Kingdom who had gone against 
Madina in the centuries before and lived to tell about it. 

Still, he had not informed Aldora about the plethora of failed 
attempts that followed Grean’s name like an omen. Every preceding 
attempt to dethrone Madina had ended with hordes of Tramps and 
demons rushing them from all directions, costing the souls of innocent 
spirits and the sanity of anyone left with memory of the massacre and 
a heart of compassion. 

There would be no riot that night. Riots were too loud. They 
needed Madina’s head on a stick before anyone who could do some- 
thing about it was the wiser, or they would be left defeated, dead, or— 
worse—alive and brutally tortured. 

So, on Grean’s orders, Vandivier discreetly assembled a cluster of 
150 loyal Tramps to carry out the ghastliest portion of the work: 
slaughtering the worst of the evil roots. 

They sent these Tramps out all over the kingdom to quietly destroy 
the souls of those who had direct communications with Hell or the 
prestige to foil their upper hand. 

The death list was very exclusive. It contained the names of advi- 
sors, ghostly diplomats, Tramps, palace help, and anyone else who 
could not be trusted to stay alive throughout the night. Vandivier's 
deadly guerilla team moved in unison and laid dozens of insidious traps 
across the city, luring the evil souls to slaughter. The Tramps ripped the 
throats from under their heads and bagged the bodies in a quiet canal 
where blood and bones could flow into the drains without being 
disturbed. 

Madina’s General was captured first. 

He and Madina’s servant Edna were caught around 9:00 p.m., 
chasing a rumor that “a group of unknown negroes” arrived at the Back 
of the Bayou hours earlier. The General brought ten hell hounds and a 
handful of Tramps to search behind every door and under every rock 
until they had scoured the land. 
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Edna outworked the general, Tramps, and the hounds. She knew 
they were close to finding the group who’d shamed Madina with their 
disenchanted eyes. She couldn’t wait to see Madina punish them. The 
General and Edna kicked down over fifty doors in the Back of the 
Bayou before the guerrilla Tramps stopped them. 

Vandivier’s team of Tramps swarmed every entrance and exit at the 
Back of the Bayou. 

No one was going anywhere without passing through them, but the 
General begged to differ. His hell hounds, which resembled giant 
wolves with bright red fur, long golden teeth, and red eyes, shielded 
him and Edna with their bodies and razor-clawed paws, just as they 
were trained, not letting anyone come close to their master. 

“SURRENDER!” The Tramps yelled to the general without 
looking into his eyes. 

“THIS IS MUTINY! PLL HAVE HEADS FOR THIS!” the 
General shouted. He realized from their formation that he was Tramp 
food. They were coming to kill him. The general had raised most of 
the Tramps, so he thought he’d never see such a day. 

He reached to his belt for two magical pistols, which shot bullets 
like a machine. The gun could eject over 2,000 rounds in under five 
seconds. He pulled the gun’s thick trigger, and bullets flew out, show- 
ering the Tramps with flesh-eating bullets. 

The Tramps anticipated his move and opened colorful armored 
second-line umbrellas that bounced the bullets to the concrete like 
rain. The Tramps then rose up after the rounds stopped raining over 
their heads and went straight for the hell hounds. 

At least three Tramps took on each hound, but the hounds were 
relentless. They did not stop fighting until the Tramps clawed their 
black hearts out of their chests. Edna stood many feet away from the 
battle, allowing the General to take on the Tramps on his own. UIti- 
mately, the outnumbered General was brought to his knees shortly 
after his last hound died. 

He was pinned to the ground. 

“No!” Edna screamed and backed farther away. 

She looked from street to street, trying to find a path out of the 
Back of the Bayou, but she didn’t know the terrain. And no one in the 
back of the Bayou would dare help her, as they were all Grean’s people. 
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Edna glanced back at the Tramps and quickly expanded her arms the 
length of a full city block, catching the neck of the Tramp closest to 
her in her hands. She easily snapped his spine, causing his soul to die out 
instantly. 

“I DON'T KNOW WHO PUT YALL UP TO THIS, BUT 
COME ANY CLOSER AND I’M GOING TO KILL EVERY 
SINGLE ONE OF YA’S!” Edna shouted. 

Five Tramps pulled out multi-colored horns from the pockets of 
their costumes. Not only did these special horns play music beautifully, 
they could also blast a sonic wave capable of squashing bodies to the 
ground like a bug. 

The Tramps blasted their trumpets at Edna, and the sonic blast 
knocked her on her back. The Tramps descended on her but kept their 
distance: they didn’t dare touch Edna’s skin, as she had no human 
bones and could extend and wrap any of her limbs around bodies like an 
anaconda. 

She was trapped too. 

After night fell, Vandivier and Grean arrived through a portal built 
into Grean’s porch steps. 

Madina was standing between the two of them like a shackled, 
dangerous prisoner. 

She hadn’t been to the back of the Bayou in years, but she knew it 
very well. 

“WHY AM I HERE!” Madina demanded, seeing her general and 
Edna in the streets surrounded by Tramps and pinned to the ground. 

“QUEEN, THEY’RE TRYING TO DESTROY ME! HELP ME!” 
Edna yelled as soon as she saw Madina’s face. 

Grean interjected, “They toll me they found the General and dat 
evil young gal back here, and I wanted you to see them before you take 
your last walk as Queen.” 

“Burn her ass up!” Vandivier yelled to his Tramps from the porch. 

The Tramps lit a fire in the middle of the road, and it quickly rose 
to the height of a house. 

Vandivier then expanded his pupils, speaking to the flames with his 
eyes. The fire jumped from its place and descended onto Edna’s head 
like a spiraling tornado. The flames engulfed her, blowing through her 
cheeks and mouth. 
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Edna screamed for Madina like she was her child. 

Madina looked at Grean, with an emotionless expression, and 
spoke, “All these years you been knowin me, and you really thank I give 
a fuck about either one of them?” Madina smiled. 

“I know you don’t care about them fools. I just had to see the look 
on their faces when they saw you couldn’t save them. All the years of 
evil they put folks through in yo name. All the churn they killed, the 
massacres, and everything else! They always walked around with so 
much pride, but now their eyes look like all the people they kilt. 
Hopeless.” 

Vandivier laughed and let Madina’s arm go. 

He walked into the middle of the street and, on cue, the Tramps 
tore into the General, ripping him apart one limb at a time. They were 
not cannibals, so they threw his appendages into the fire, which 
burned his remains into oblivion. 
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Madina was the oldest of her mother's children. 

She had almost been born to Jack Benoit, a white man who was the 
slave owner of her mother. But one day, Madina’s father and his 
prudish wife came over to the large Benoit plantation home and saw a 
woman picking cotton with skin so dark she wouldn’t be seen on a 
moonless night. 

Madina’s father had never seen a woman more stunning, and he 
hated that about her. 

Months later, the slave woman was his not only by paperwork but 
in other ways that she didn’t want. Madina’s father tortured her 
mother with sex and deceits until she gave birth to five children. 

As the oldest, Madina was the only child of her mothers who knew 
her father well, and he hated her for it. 

She looked at him with eyes that expected more from him, even 
when she stood beside his white children whom he spoiled rotten. 

Madina's eyes made her father hate her, along with Madina's awful 
way of treating her white half-brothers and sisters as if she were their 
equal. 

She fought with his other children, pinching them, scratching 
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them, yanking out their hair, and slapping them to the floor. And 
though she was whipped when caught, Madina got away with most of her 
behavior because she scared the other children. 

Something about Madina absolutely terrified all of her father's 
descendants—even the oldest child, Richard, who was already five 
when Madina was born. She would sometimes not sleep at night and 
sneak into her father’s large yellow plantation home to roam around 
her father's children's bedrooms. 

She held sharp things to their throats, willing herself to do it—to 
cut their skin open and see if their blood was a different color than 
hers. 

When she couldn't get the courage, she would rip their playthings 
to shreds, thinking that if she had no toys, they shouldn't neither. 

She did worse to her father—cerebral things. 

Madina’s eyes forcefully blamed him, telling him that he should be to 
her what he was to his other children. How odd were those green 
eyes? 

How could they not see and understand that the world decreed 
that black blood should set her apart? 

Most nights, when her father would sneak into her mother’s shed 
to defile the woman repeatedly, he would say to Madina’s mother, “Too 
clever is that child.” Madina heard his words and her mother's silence 
too. It was all too loud for her. 

Madina would listen to her mother being raped, and over the years, 
she began to hate both of her parents. 

This hate simmered in her each morning, afternoon and night. It 
always boiled and spilled all over her when she sat with her helpless- 
ness. And on sunny days, when her father would fancy a carriage ride 
in the heat, her peace was cooked to a crisp. 

Her father loved walking and riding his carriage through the streets 
to visit neighboring plantations. Theyd stroll past large homes, and 
Madina would watch him speak to all of his friends and white children, 
who seemed to lead pleasant lives. 

At the end of days such as this, Madina would question her mother. 

“How you keep lettin’ dat devil stand?” Madina had asked her 
mother this question when she was only seven years old. She wondered 
why her mother hadn’t murdered her father for all he’d done to them. 
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“On him feet.” Her mother answered. 

Over a hundred years had passed since Madina was a little slave girl 
cursed with keen eyes. She had lived through the hottest, most 
dangerous days, and faced it all. But this was the day when her reign, the 
neck of all she’d worked for, was placed on the block. 

Yet one could only guess at how she felt. Who could tell? Her 
expression was a frown, but that was often the case. Madina was not 
yelling, screaming, or threatening her captors. 

This worried them. 

She was marched through the Plais d’Orléans one last time, then 
down the steps to the lowest wells of her palace, to a place that had 
devoured many souls. 

Only an hour had passed since the General’s death, and Grean saw 
it fit to bring Madina home, which was unmanned for the first time in 
its history. 

Grean brought Armand along as well. 

Grean took them deep below the palace to torture chamber 
number seven and sat Madina in one of two chairs that sat near a long, 
flat wooden table. 

Madina was no foreigner to the chair's workings. She had tortured 
many with it in the past. 

Like everything in her kingdom, the chair, too was enchanted, but 
evilly. The chair had cuffs for each of its victim’s hands and tortured 
its victims by intensifying their pain, making a pinch feel like a heavy 
slap and a thumb-deep stab wound feel like being split in two. 

“Madina,” Armand murmured and tried to raise his head to watch 
Madina become strapped to the chair. Armand was already strapped into 
the torture chair beside her. 

“I SAID SHUT UP!” Vandivier shouted at Armand. 

“Grean, how he ain’t dead yet?” Vandivier slyly asked Grean. 

Grean had a similar thought. 

“He shoulda been dead by now for sure. . .. She musta changed 
em.” 

“YOU THANK HE IMMORTAL?” 

“No. He too wounded to be immortal,” Grean said in a perplexed 
tone. 


THE KINGDOM ON THE BAYOU 


Madina smirked. She then cleared her throat and sniffled, 
pretending to cry, “What are you going to do to us? Just let us go!” 

“Can’t do it Queen. In fact, there’s somebody that wants to 
meet ya.” 

Madina tilted her head. 

Grean walked out of the dungeon. Two minutes later, she returned, 
with Aldora walking in behind her. 

Dat’s the woman "om the parade! Madina thought. Aldora had taken 
off her mask, but Madina still recognized her. 

“Who the hell are you?” Madina asked, squinting at Aldora. 

Aldora walked in front of Grean. She opened her hand as wide as 
she could stretch it and slapped Madina in the face. 

“Ouch!” Aldora exclaimed, shaking her hand, which felt like it had 
just struck solid rock. 

“Dat’s who I am!” Aldora spat at Madina. 

Aldora lifted her foot to kick Madina in the stomach. 

“No, don’t!” Grean shouted. “It'll only hurt you. She can’t feel none 
of that. She’s soulless and just as well made of steel.” 

Grean pulled Aldora behind her. 

“You really don’t know who this woman is?” Grean asked Madina. 

“No!” Madina boiled. She was furious that someone would dare 
touch her in such a way, whether the blows hurt her or not. She wanted 
to rip Aldora to pieces. 

“THIS IS THE MOTHER OF DAT GAL YOU KILLED 
YESTERDAY,” Grean screamed. 

Madina looked into Aldora’s face. Then she noticed the resem- 
blance between S. Bonds and her mother. 

Madina looked to Armand, who was staring at her. 

“Don't listen to them, I didn’t kill—" She spoke to him. 

Aldora slapped Madina before she could finish the sentence. Madi- 
na’s lipstick smeared on Aldora’s hand, and her knuckles were bleeding 
from the slap. 

“You did! Just like you killed all them other young gals before her!” 
Grean insisted. 

“Tt’s not true.” Madina looked to Armand. 

“Tell the truth! Shame the devil!” Vandivier took a knife and dug it 
into Armand’s leg, his eyes fixed on Madina. 
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“Ah!” Armand howled. 

“Reveal yourself, demon! Tell the truth.” Vandivier pulled the knife 
from Armand’s leg and dug it into his stomach. 

“Oh!” Armand yelped, blood pouring from his abdomen. 

“STOP!” Madina screamed. 

Vandivier brought the knife to Armand’s neck. 

“Tell the truth! You know [ll kill this boy. You know it!” Vandivier 
said sincerely. 

Aldora looked at Vandivier, then looked to Grean. 

“I DID IT!” Madina screamed in a demonic voice. 

“YEAH! I KILLED HER AND I WATCHED HER DIE!” 
Madina yelled angrily. 

“Hm! Hm! Hm!” Grean turned and spoke to Armand. 

“You see, she played you like a funky piano. The only reason she let 
this get this far is cause she thought she was gon’ somehow make it out 
of this. She thought she was gon’ get away, and go on with her life as 
usual, as Queen, with you as her pet.” 

Armand was speechless. He heard the deep, foreign voice that 
came from Madina’s throat, but he was in disbelief. 

“No, you ain’t who they say you is! You can’t be baby,” Armand 
murmured to Madina with all his strength. 

Madina cut her eyes at Grean. 

“She is! If she was human, she’d be dead by now. But if I were you, I 
would be worried about what you are. Cause you shoulda been dead 
hours ago. She did something to you, son. I’m gon’ have to have the 
gators eat ’cha to get you gone for good.” 

Armand’s eyes widened with fear. 

“NA’ TELL US, HOW DO WE GET SEDORA’S SOUL BACK?” 
Grean shook Madina’s shoulders and looked into her eyes. 

Madina’s breathing quickened, and she stopped talking. 

“HOW DO WE GET SEDORA’S SOUL BACK!” Grean yelled at 
her again. 

Madina closed her eyes, rough breaths escaping through her lungs. 
Her claws were fully expanded, and electricity pulsed through her 
body. She wanted to murder something. 

“Okay, Madina, it’s time. This gon’ be the end of yo life as you 
know it,” Grean said. 
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“Vandivier, go tell Emery we ready. She won’t tell us where she put 
the soul!” 

“What’chu mean her life ‘as she knows it’?” Aldora asked Grean. 

“Well, this curse gon’ change her life, but it ain’t the end all be all.” 

“What curse?” Madina said. 

“Huh? Be clear! Say what’chu mean!” Aldora insisted. 

“This curse ain’t powerful enough to kill her for good,” Grean 
said. 

“Tt’ll just take her immortality away, and we would have to do the 
rest.” 

“Oh, Lawd!” Aldora moaned. “You lied to my face! You told me if 
we go through all this that she’d be gone! Dead!” 

“She is gon’ die in a way, Aldora, but not the way you want. Dat’s 
gon’ come in time and with the help of your baby, S. Bonds.” 

“Say what’na? The help of who?” Aldora asked, confused. 

“Yes, S. Bonds. We will give Madina’s immortality to Sedora, but 
Sedora will be the only one powerful enough to kill her.” 

“Oh, no. .. dat’s never gon’ happen. Impossible!” Madina said. 

Armand was speechless, looking to each of them as if he was 
dreaming. 

“It’s not.” Emery walked through the door. “I figured out the 
Anchor’s Curse, Queen. I figured out how to do it.” 

Madina shook her head. “Emery, Emery, Emery, don’t let them 
convince you to do this. You'll regret it...deeply. I promise you!” 
Madina warned. 

“To break the curse requires a burden,” Grean explained. 

“There has to be two burdens for disrupting the permanent place- 
ment of the immortality. The burden is a punishment, and someone 
has to take it. Aldora will take the punishment, a life cut short for the 
duration of Madina’s slumber.” 

“SLUMBER?” Aldora said. 

“Yes. She will sleep once we take her immortality, but when you die, 
Mrs. Doucette, she will wake up.” 

Grean continued. “Then the other burden that comes with immor- 
tality is the witchdom. Your daughter will awaken as a witch who 
cannot die.” 

Aldora covered her mouth. 
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“NO! [TM NOT DOING THIS TO MY BABY. I RATHER SHE 
BE DEAD THAN TURN INTO THE DEVIL!” Aldora said. 

“This is the deal Madina made, and the terms must not change.” 

“SO SHE WILL BE THIS?” Aldora said, pointing to Madina. 

“Yes.” 

“That’s not what you said.” Aldora backed away from Grean. “You 
never said she’d become this evil . . . that she’d have to sell her soul to 
get her life back!” 

“ALDORA HER SOUL IS ALREADY GONE!” Grean replied. 

“This is her chance to survive and fight! Yo gal has to come back to 
life. If not, she will not go to God. When her soul dies out, she going 
straight to hell unless Madina releases her soul! Bring her back, Aldora, 
and give her a chance to fight for her soul back!” 

“What do you want to do?” Grean pressed Aldora. 

“Decide! We running out of time. Any minute Madina siblings 
could be coming back here trying to raise hell. They probably already 
on their way!” 

“Awrite, Awrite, just do it!” Aldora shouted. 
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February 1857 


N 4 any ages ago, there was once a crisp February night in 

the year 1857 at the chthonic House of Four. The 
chthonic house of four was owned by the sin of Greed, known as Zafir, 
Madina’s most despised oldest brother in sin. 

“To you, Madina, welcome to the seven deadly sins. You have made 
us whole by becomin’ our Lust,” Zafir proclaimed, causing the entire 
dinner table of guests to clink the sides of their wine glasses with one 
another. 

The seven deadly sins had just brokered a dark deal in Madina’s 
name. Madina offered and sold her soul to the most wicked bidder, the 
devil himself by deciding to become the sin of Lust. 

“Thank ya,” Madina said graciously from the head of the table. She 

flashed a bright smile, knowing that her life would be eternally altered. 
She looked down at her pure white plate that overflowed with 
foods none of the seven brothers and sisters would dare touch, except 
for herself, Thiago and Navarra. She tore off a piece of dark-roasted 
chicken with her fork and stuffed it into her petite mouth. 

“Yeah, I reckon you should thank us! You ain’t gon’ age no more. 
You gon’ be just as young and beautiful forever. Ain’t dat every young 
woman’s wish?” Thiago said and sucked three spoonful’s of fluffy black 
rice into his mouth. 


“Yessa, I suppose.” Madina giggled. 

“So, anythang you want to say, Madina? Any first words for this new 
and refined life you bout to be livin’?” Zafir asked with a smile. 

“TI guess I just want to thank y’all. No sooner than Navarra found 
me, I was ‘bout to be torn to pieces by my paw. He never liked me and 
tried to slit my throat when I killed my mama, cause she was the slave 
he frolicked round’ with most. Navarra took me clean out of my 
misery when I met her last year. Gave me mo than I ever seen in this 
world. Showed me good livin’ and trusted me to do evil in this old one- 
horse town. It’s all I ever wanted.” 

“Oh, dat ain’t true Madina. You know you been out here. . . 
wanting other thangs just as much.” Zafir shook his head and took a 
sip of wine. 

“Yeah, it’s true! Since I been livin on Bourbon, I been po’, raped, 
and beat plum silly by every man I came across. Round this time last 
year, I ain’t have nothin’ to my name. Now, I got’s me my own house, 
and I always got money to spend at the market. From time to time, I 
can even stop by the stores with pretty dresses and hats.” 

“And when Navarra taught me Voodoo, I got back at everybody 
who hurt me. I thank I just about killed everybody that needed killing. 
Everybody except for my sister—I’m still looking for her. She runnin’ 
from me.” Madina laughed. 

“So you had nothing else from your old life that you left behind and 
gon’, miss? Nothing that you just cared for with all your heart?” Zafir 
asked. 

“No! Not one damn thing! I left that ole run-down living behind 
me, and I said, git! When I kicked it out.” 

“No, no, I don’t concur,” Zafir pressed. “All of us had something 
that we hated to leave. Something we just had to have from our human 
lives. So, I know there was at least one thang that you really loved in 
that old life.” 

“Oh, really? Tell me, Zafir, cause I sho’ can’t think of nothin’.” She 
grinned and sipped more of her wine. 

“Hmm, this is good.” Madina looked at the glass. The wine was not 
too strong. It was shy, sweet, and danced on the tongue. 

“T definitely know what it is, and I wish I could say, Madina. But I 
really can’t say,” Zafir teased. 
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Madina pushed her eyebrows together in confusion and looked at 
Zafir. 

“Well, awright,” Madina answered him and continued to eat and 
drink. 

“Oh, Navarra,” Zafir suddenly said in a lilting voice. 

“I wanted to ask, you remember that day all them years ago, we 
butchered that gal they called Mamy?” 

“That picky-ninny slave gal from the Fountaine plantation?” 

“No, no, not her, the half-white one. The one who paw tried to get 
in the way when we was down by the lake. What was that gal’s moth- 
er’s name again? I think we drowned her, didn’t we?” 

“Oh, I don’t remember her maw name, Zafir. That was too many 
years ago. Maybe it was Mary? Something like that,” Navarra answered. 

“No, that wasn’t it. Not Mary, I believe it was . . .” 

“Mary Anne?” said Carmella. Madina took another bite of her food 
and stayed quiet. She hadn’t been around at the time of the murder. 

“No, no, I think it was . .. Madeleine,” Zafir said in an even tone 
and shot his eyes to Madina as if she were the only one at the table 
awaiting his answer. He smiled at her big and wide. 

Silence fell over all of them. 

Madina met Zafir’s stare and drew her head back at the intensity of 
the grin on his face. She searched Zafir’s freezing cold eyes as an 
Alaskan might for shelter in a blizzard. What was the reason for his 
obviously dubious grin? Her eyes rode his pitch-black pupils and found 
nothing but circles for miles, but a slight lift in his brow led her to a 
horrid thought. 

Oh, no, Madina’s heart moaned. She knew she had made a costly 
mistake. 

She stopped her chewing, and her throat closed. Her food became 
excruciatingly difficult to swallow. 

Madina’s eyes rotated towards the ceiling, but she arrested their 
roll just in time so as not to reveal her distress. She forced the food on 
her tongue down her throat and blinked rapidly to clear her thinking. 
Her hands dropped from the table to rest on her ruffled dark berry- 
colored dress. 

“So, what ’chall need me to do first?” Madina asked the table, 
changing the subject. 


“Find us a proper vessel. Nothing should be more important to you 
than this. So, start your search by morning,” Carmella answered. 

“Yessa, ma’am,” Madina said. The seven siblings continued to talk 
throughout the evening and did not end up retiring until three hours 
later. At a quarter past twelve, they all left the table one by one and 
disappeared throughout Zafir’s house to their respective bedrooms. 

Madina was the last to go to her room. 

Madina’s windowless room was the smallest in Zafir’s mansion. It 
was also the hottest during the summer and the coldest during the 
winter. It was barely bigger than a servant’s room and was bare except 
for a cot-sized bed and a closet the size of a shoebox. 

Zafir had instructed Madina not to decorate it or otherwise try to 
make it too comfortable. 

Madina laid on the bed and took off the brand new shoes that 
Navarra had purchased her from an upscale store on Canal Street. 

Madina stared at the ceiling in darkness for an entire hour, closing 
her eyes to slow her breathing and waiting for her heart to calm. But 
when it didn’t, she sat up. 

She bent down to the floor and picked up her shoes. Instead of 
putting them back onto her feet, she placed them in her hands and left 
the room. Though the house was hushed, Madina knew her shoes 
would create a fuss in the hallway if she kept them on her feet, since 
the soles were thick and made with care. So, with shoes in hand, she 
glided down the steps and skipped to the front door to ease out of 
Zafir’s house in the wee hours of the morning. 

As soon as Madina opened the front door, the sound of the French 
Quarter streets of New Orleans burst through the house like a wild 
flame. The entire quarter was bustling with people screaming with joy 
over slow-moving, simple parade floats that featured large paper-like 
heads. 

She slipped her shoes back on. 

Dammit! she thought and hurriedly shut the door behind her, 
hoping the commotion roused no one. It was Mardi Gras, the first 
time she’d ever seen it, and there were hundreds of people in the 
streets. 

They were all, however, in her way. 

“Excuse me. Pardon me,” Madina said again and again as she 
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pushed herself into the thick of the crowds and tried to maneuver 
through them as politely as she could. She kept her head low, hoping 
the drunk paraders wouldn’t notice her walking through The French 
Quarter with no white or male company at her side. Most people heard 
Madina’s request for them to clear the way, but took one glance at her 
and pretended as if they didn’t hear her speaking to them. 

“Excuse me, Misses. I really gots to get by ya,” Madina said and 
gently squeezed her body into the smallest pocket of air between a tall, 
round woman and three of her lady friends. 

Madina brushed her shoulders against many who refused to step 

aside and risk losing their spot on the street to watch the floats roll by. 
Even though Madina was born to a white father who was a wealthy 
slave master, she wasn’t a full-blooded white woman, and during that 
time, to the people of New Orleans, any amount of black blood made 
all the difference. 

‘Tm sorry, I’m just tryin’ to make it to Canal. To the carriages,” she 
said as she watched people grimace when she touched their shoulders to 
get their attention. 

White folks didn’t fancy being touched by any kind of melanated 
skin when they were out in public, and her excuses didn’t do much to 
clear people from her path. 

Some heard her, then purposely pushed her all around the streets out 
of spite. 

Madina paused in the middle of the street and inhaled deeply, 
momentarily watching the world around her. She saw nothing but 
smiles and hugs, and she heard roars of laughter and joy rising from the 
faces of everyone enjoying the parade. 

Madina closed her eyes as her blood simmered on the inside and 
rose to a boil. 

Everyone around was having the time of their lives, much like she 
had been having for months, except for tonight. For nine months, 
Madina had been training to become a witch, and they rewarded her 
every step of the way with clothes, food, and money. 

The kind treatment felt like a drug to her, and she had even felt 
spoiled some days. There was nothing she asked for that she couldn’t 
have, and it was the happiest she’d ever been in her twenty-two years 
of living. 


Yet, Madina felt on that night, she’d never feel the same about her 
life. She felt her heart crying in her chest, though she could not figure 
out why. 

The sensation was just too much for her to bear. Too much for her 
to even ponder. She couldn’t take it. 

Madina’s eyes blast back open and expanded. She balled her hands 
into fists and without any concern pushed the crowd out of her way as 
hard as she could, knocking a cluster of people to the ground. 

“GET OUT OF MY DAMN WAY!” Madina yelled. 

“MOVE!” She pushed an old woman from behind, knocking her 
onto her face. She stepped on the woman’s back and continued 
working her way through the crowd. 

Madina pushed and pushed again until her arms felt weak, and she 
began to cry. 

“Please, just move!” her voice whispered with rust. 

Then ... “It’s my baby!” She yelled this with a new surge of energy 
and began grabbing people’s shoulders, forcing them forward, back- 
ward, and to all sides until they cleared out of her way. She grabbed 
pretty barrettes and pulled ladies to the ground by their hair. She 
kicked men in their behinds and punched them. And when she needed 
a mountain of a man in front of her to move, she grabbed a bottle from 
the ground and broke it over his head, dropping him to the ground in 
pain. 

Madina continued this way until she had worked her way to the 
very end of the street. She then crossed onto Canal street, where 
carriages were lined up like taxis. 

“STOP THAT WENCH!” she heard someone yell behind her. 

Madina spun around and saw a large angry white man with blood 
trickling down his forehead leading a mob toward her. It was the one 
whose head she’d broken a bottle over. 

Madina ran to an all-white one-horse carriage that was parked at 
the corner. The driver was a short, fair-skinned man wearing a very 
large black coat and a top hat the size of Lincoln’s. 

After Madina climbed inside the carriage, she pulled a thin, sharp 
knife from inside her brassiere and shoved it near the driver’s stomach. 

“LEAVE NOW,” she forcefully whispered to him with a shaking 
hand. 


THE KINGDOM ON THE BAYOU 


The man looked Madina in her eyes and did not move. 

“No!,” he said firmly. Madina pressed the blade deeper into his 
clothing until it broke through his coat. 

“DO IT OR DIE,” she shouted in his face. 

“WOAH!” the man yelled, and the horse took off. 
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“WITCHA WAITING ON? MAKE HER GO FASTA’!” Madina 
demanded. The carriage was traveling east, more towards swamp coun- 
try, where the wilderness had its own flourishing ward. 

The coachman obediently whacked the horse with the harness, and 
the horse trotted faster in the dark. 

“Why is you doing this?” the man asked. 

“Turn!” Madina said, and the carriage turned to face a long road 
that was barely touched by human hands and wedged with acres of 
woods on both sides. 

“Do you even know where you going, Wench?’ 

Madina didn’t answer. 

“You ain’t runnin’ from yo Massa is you?” 

“T AIN'T NO DAMN SLAVE!” Madina said vehemently. 

She then took her knife and shoved it against the man’s face. 

“JUMP!” Madina ordered him. “This my carriage now!” 

“No! she’s going too fast, I’m gon’ get hurt,” the frightened driver 
protested. Madina swung her knife towards his face and sliced his 
cheek. The man screamed out in pain and dived from the carriage, 
falling face first into the ground. 

Madina slid over to where the man had been sitting and grabbed 
the straps of the carriage. 

She road for ten more minutes, slowly nearing her destination. But 
since the moon was spending the night on the other side of the world, 
it was hard for Madina to see anything clearly in the dark swamped 
woods. 

However, she knew that she was not all alone on her ride. She 
could see a few lonely shadows floating through the tall trees as if her 
eyes were made to find them. The shadows were ancestor spirits that 
spoke to each other about the past and stalked Madina with whispers 
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anytime she came to her secret cabin. The forest was full of hero-less 
ghosts who were too old to sell or had been branded as rebels in their 
day. 

For years the bayou-flooded woods were used to murder humans 
who’d lost economic value or meekness, so their spirits clung to the 
trees like bark. Madina strained to hear what they were saying, but the 
whispers of the ghosts were mysteriously hard to hear. 

They did more staring than talking. 

“SAY SOMETHING!” Madina screamed at them. 

The spirits did not respond, although they sincerely felt sorry for 
their descendant. 

Before they’d been sentenced to the Swampland to die, they, too, 
had rushed home after a day of work, with a ripened fear, knowing that 
the air of life was changing right under their noses—once again. 

When the woods thickened further, the carriage couldn’t go 
through the trees anymore. Madina parked the horse and carriage near 
a familiar group of bushes, allowing the animal no refuge in the 
mosquito-infested country. 

She started to walk through the woods in the dark, but she was 
used to these woods and knew that anyone without business there 
would hesitate to trek the seemingly endless stretch of high grassland 
and prickly trees. 

Beyond the trees was a boarded-up cabin, disguised in such a 
fashion for any intruders that dared to fight with the wilderness. 

Madina picked up her dress and ran through the grass to the front 
door. She walked inside the cabin and did not hear a sound. There was 
a lantern on an old short table. She quickly lit it and walked over to the 
wide, long kitchen counter and bent at her knees. She placed both her 
hands on the cabinet handles. 

Madina paused. She pressed her head against the wooden doors 
and closed her eyes tightly. 

“Please, please, please,” she whispered aloud, and lines formed on 
her forehead from the intensity of her wishing. 

Moments later, Madina stopped. She took a deep breath and 
opened the cabinet. Looking inside, she saw there was nothing but old 
pots, pans, and rusted spoons. 
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A few small roaches ran across the bottom of the cabinet floor, 
terrified by the suddenness of her opening the door. 

Madina took her arms and scooped everything onto the floor in 
front of her. Even the roaches. 

The commotion was loud from the clinging of the pots rumbling 
together indelicately. However, beneath the mess, there was a hatch 
hidden inside the cabinet door. 

Madina crawled inside the cabinet. 

She laid her ear to the hatch door and her fingers on the wood of 
the hatch. 

KNOCK, KNOCK, KNOCK, her knuckles raised to sound the 
sacred call. Her heart raced, and her eyes shifted rapidly as she waited 
for the return call. 

KNOCK... KNOCK. ..KNOCK, her call was answered. 

“Madeleine?” she screamed. 

“Mama?” the sweet sound of a child spoke back. 

Madina immediately grabbed the handle on the hatch and pulled it 
up. She shook her head and started to cry. 

Looking down into the hatch she saw her only child, five-year-old 
Madeleine. 

Madina peered into her baby’s piercing dark green emerald eyes but 
had to look away. Her sniffles and silent tears were those of relief. 

“Wait, Madeleine,” Madina said. 

Madina backed out of the cabinet and paced around the kitchen to 
calm herself, for fear that she would break down in front of her inno- 
cent baby. 

“What’s wrong, Mama?” Madeleine poked her head out of the 
cabinet and asked, holding one of her many baby dolls in her hand. She 
crawled out of the hatch and took a seat on the kitchen floor. 

“Mama, you made a mess?” Madeleine asked. 

“Yes,” Madina said and picked her little one up. She squeezed her 
tightly. 

She’s sti! alive! She’s sti! alive! Madina thought. 

Madina then led Madeleine back down into the hatch. She cradled 
Madeleine’s head in her hands and pressed it into her neck. The wet 
tears on Madina’s face made Madeleine’s dark curly hair recoil. With 
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Madeleine now on her hip, she stepped into a small basement-like 
room inside the hatch. The room contained a small lit lantern, a little 
cot with dark-blue sheets, a bucket just in case Madeleine had to go to 
the bathroom at night, a clique of baby dolls, and an enormous treasure 
chest. The hatch underneath the kitchen was Madeleine’s hiding place 
and where Madina kept her baby while she worked with the Sinhood. 

“Mama, what’s wrong?” Madeleine asked again with a tremble in her 
voice. 

Madina pushed her baby back and palmed Madeleine’s silk-like 
skin. 

She kissed her lips. 

“Ain’t nothing wrong, my deepest little love, ’m just so happy you 
are okay. Happy to see you.” Madina smiled and wiped Madeleine’s 
face. 

“I was playing with Sue-Ann, Mama. I gave her some of my gumbo 
too,” Madeleine said and showed Madina her doll, who had brown 
stains on her face from Madeleine feeding her cold gumbo. 

“Aw baby, you treat her so nice,” Madina said sweetly. 

“Baby, I need to tell you something. I know you like this place 
cause it’s quiet, but we have to leave here right now. It’s not safe 
anymore.” 

Madeleine nodded her head up and down. She’d heard that speech 
from her mother many times before. Someone was on to them again. 

“We ain’t got much time, so don’t bring too much, missy. Only what 
you can’t bear to never see again.” 

“My dolls,” Madeleine said and shook her head excitedly. 

“Two dolls, Madeleine. Only two,” Madina said lightly but sternly. 

She didn’t know how long it would take her to find another hiding 
place for Madeleine, and she didn’t want her carrying a lot just in case 
she had to bring her to someone with whom she had burned a bridge. 

Madina turned her attention to a wooden chest and walked to the 
other side of the hatch. 

She dug deep inside her bra and pulled a black key out. She stuck 
the key into the chest, and it popped open immediately. 

It was Madina’s witch’s chest, containing everything that she had 
learned from the sinhood in the past year. 

“T can’t bring the whole thing. It’s too heavy,” she said aloud. So, 
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she grabbed her spell book and a Voodoo scrapbook she’d been 
working on, then closed the top of the chest. She locked it back and 
vowed to come back for the rest. 

“You ready to go, Madeleine?” Madina called out and turned back 
around. 

Madina looked around the room, but Madeleine was nowhere in 
sight. 

She looked towards the opening of the hatch. 

“TI know this silly gal ain’t go back up there. . .” Madina walked to 
the opening of the hatch but stopped, as something across the room 
caught her eye. 

“Huh?” she said to herself, then walked over to make out what was 
lying on Madeleine’s bed. 

“Sue-Anne?” she said as she realized it was Madeleine’s doll on top 
of the cot. 

But the doll’s hands were covered with blood. 

“What ... ?” Madina exclaimed as her eyes lingered on the doll. 
She nervously picked up the toy. 

“Madeleine! Com’mere! How you did this? . . . Where this blood 
come from?” she said in a raised voice. 

Madina then placed the doll back down and pressed her hand on 
the bed. 

It was wet. Madina picked her hand up and saw droplets of blood 
trickling down her palm. 

“WHAT IS THIS!?” she yelled in shock. 

“MADELEINE!” She swiveled her head around but saw no one. 
She then bent at the waist to look under Madeleine’s cot. 

“NOOOO! NO! NO!” Madina lifted the cot up and saw 
Madeleine’s body lying face down in a pool of her own blood. 

Shaking, Madina pulled Madeleine’s body from under the cot, then 
draped Madeleine’s bloody shell over her lap and looked down at her. 

Madina placed her hand over her mouth when she realized how her 
baby had died. Someone had ripped her throat out some hours ago but 
bewitched a cruel trick to fool Madina into believing Madeline was 
still alive. 

“Oh, no” she sobbed. 

“How could they do this to you? You just a baby.” 
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She continued sobbing madly and bent over Madeleine’s body. 

She grabbed her daughter’s overlong hair, which was identical to 
her own; she caressed it and tried to smell the sweet scents of flowers 
she always placed in it, but all Madina could smell was her daughters’ 
dead flesh. 

“NO, NO, NO, NO, NOOO!” she wailed, the sound resounded 
throughout the fields surrounding the house. 

Madina felt her breaths running away from her as tears flooded her 
face. The tears began to burn her cheeks, and her eyes turned red as 
fire. 

“AHHHHHHHH!” Madina let out a distorted yell, and a blazing 
fire shot from her skin, rising all around her. 

She held her arms above her head until fire covered the entire 
cabin. 

Madina then lifted her left hand and pulled it close to her chest so 
the fire could burn her left side; she made the same motion to engulf 
her right. She heaved like an animal as the sight of her baby burned 
away any last piece of love inside of her. 

Pieces of the burning cabin began to collapse on top of her and 
dear Madeleine. Madina grabbed Madeleine’s body and leaned over it 
while the fire attacked both of their bodies. She closed her eyes and 
awaited her own death. 

Madina felt soul-splitting pains going through her, which she 
believed were coming from the fire, but they were actually from her 
own grieving. 

Think what she may, the deal was complete. Madina could not burn 
herself alive as she had planned. 

From her hair to her toenails, every bit of Madina was immortal. 
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“Sister,” Madina heard in her sleep. 

“Sister,” Saphira said again and placed her hand on Madina’s 
shoulder. 

Madina tried to open her eyes, but soot covered them. 

The soot was in her hair and caked all over her. Under the soot 
Madina lay completely naked in the rubble. Her head was bent towards 
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her lap, and in her cradled arms she held the charred corpse of her 
sweet Madeleine. 

With her free hand Madina shoved Saphira’s hand off her. 

“Madina. This was a human child. A human. Do you know what 
you are now? What you ve just committed to?” Saphira asked. 

“She was just alive... how?” Madina uttered. 

“Tt was an illusion .. . a trick,” Saphira said. 

“How long have y’all known?” Madina whispered with a hoarse 
voice. 

“Since we thought about making you . . . Lust,” answered Saphira. 
“Zafir followed you one day and found the girl child when you left the 
cabin.” 

Madina swiveled her neck to look at Saphira. 

“So it was Zafir? ... He murdered my baby?” 

Saphira sighed. 

“Look out there.” Saphira pointed out in the open air, but Madina 
did not look. 

“They are all here. Waiting to rip your soul apart. Zafir wants you 
to not be able to let the child go. He thinks you are too weak to be 
Lust, that you loved the child. That’s why they all came. They will all 
partake in your execution if you cannot choose who you are loyal to. 
Which life will you choose, Madina?” 

Madina looked up at Saphira, who was staring straight ahead. 

She then looked down at her lap and hugged the charred corpse of 
little Madeleine again. 

Madina stood up from the ashes and the thick soot fell from her 
body. She walked naked out of the rubble. 

“Excellent.” Carmela smiled and walked away. She had work to do. 

“Well done, sister,” Zafir called out to Madina as she walked 
past him. 

She wanted to turn around and impale his throat like he had done 
her baby. 

“Why are you crying, Madina? You are...” Zafir bowed. 

“A queen now,” Zafir finished, just as he draped a royal black and 
red cloak around Madina’s naked body. 


/ here were 2,500 cherry red seats in the Devil’s Underground 

Theater. The theater had a large, flat, maple wood stage that 
a skilled ballerina’s feet would dote over, and a thinly shaped micro- 
phone poised in the middle of the stage for orators born to oversee 
exquisite performances. However, the hidden auditorium had never 
been used to present an artistic piece. It was created to house an 
uprising of organized evil. 

Navarra sat near the right entrance of the room, surrounded by her 
brothers and sisters in sin. She was wearing a plain lilac gown that 
exposed her back, with two small silver skulls in her ears to show her 
fealty to all things nefarious. 

But as the ceremony carried on through the night, and the hours 
grew old, fear stole her attention. 

Navarra could not stop herself from staring at all the red doors in 
the opera house with utter terror. 

Madina still had not arrived. 

“Where is she? She’s over two hours late!” Navarra leaned over to 
whisper in Saphira’s ear. 

Navarra knew what it would mean for them if their youngest sister 
missed her coronation. The ceremony was held every ten years to 
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honor the most evil beings on the planet, and the theater house never 
held an empty seat. 

“Shh! Be quiet you!” Royce, an old, grumpy demon barked at 
Navarra. He had stuffed himself into a suit made of animal skin, and he 
stank like a dead dog. 

Navarra and Saphira exchanged a frustrated look. They shifted their 
eyes to the stage where the Master of Ceremony stood behind the mic. 

The Master of Ceremony was a two-hundred-year-young vampire 
from Haiti, who wore a tailored red suit with shiny black shoes and 
always had one frozen curl drooping over his brow. 

“For decades, we been a part of the world that they allowed no one to 
see. We have tried for years to bring our presence to the day, but we have 
been overcome every time. However, this year is the year we willstep 
into the light and be subdued no more,” the Master proclaimed. 

The auditorium erupted in cheers. 

“We've honored the North’s most evil, and for the southern region, 
there were twelve who rained evil like none others around them.” 

“We'll acknowledge the demons from the state of Texas first. There is 
one who executed more possessions than anyone in her region,” the 
announcer stated. 

“Tt is none other than BONE!” he yelled over the microphone. 

A thin woman with a bald head and a skull tattooed on her face 
stood up from the front row. She was wearing a black suit with the 
sketch of a gray skeleton painted on it. 

“Where is she? Louisiana is next!” Navarra said. 

Saphira opened her mouth to answer Navarra but stopped as she 
felt a pain shoot down her spine. 

The pain shot as well into Saphira’s backside like a bullet, filling her 
eyes with tears from its intensity. 

“What?!” Navarra exclaimed. 

“OH!” Saphira yelled out. The pain radiated up her entire back. 

“T felt it too. It’s Madina’s lightning bolts,” Navarra moaned and 
grabbed her back. 

“Carmela! Something’s wrong—” Navarra said and slid to the floor 
between the seats. The relentless pain struck her again, and this time a 
lightning bolt shot through her cheeks, stinging the roof of her mouth 
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and causing her gums to leak dead blood. The sensation caused 
Navarra to clench her fists. 

“Ahh!” She screamed in agony even as she tried to muffle the sound, 
but eyes throughout the auditorium were already looking towards the 
commotion. 

“What’s going on?!” Carmela hissed, “And where is Madina? If she 
embarrasses me, I will kill her.” 

“Carmella, she might already be dead! She’s hurt, badly. I know it,” 
Saphira said. 

“What?!” Carmella shouted. 

“Something is wrong, she’s in trouble. I felt it, and Navarra felt it 
too. We have to go help her now!” Saphira got up from her seat and 
squeezed herself out of the row. 

Navarra clambered to her feet and quickly followed. Carmella 
stepped out behind them. Zafir watched his siblings leave the theater 
and sighed heavily before he himself also rose to pursue them. Thiago 
followed quickly behind him, and lastly, Baron dissolved his body from 
his seat and departed too. 

Zafir burst out of the auditorium doors and stormed into the 
theater’s atrium. 

The atrium was hot, fashioned like a catacomb, and featured 
Egyptian fireballs engulfing the walls. There were also several cloaked 
demons stalking the atrium’s cement floors and crawling across its 
ceilings. 

“WHAT’S GOING ON?” Zafir screamed at Navarra and Saphira. 

“It’s Madina! She’s being attacked in her Kingdom, and whatever is 
attacking her is winning! She sent me and Navarra a message. She 
needs us—we have to go help her!” Saphira spoke frantically. 

“It’s true! She’s about to die . . . or she might already be dead!” 
Navarra added. 

“Forget Madina! I told her not to stay there. Let her die!” Zafir 
huffed and turned to walk back into the ceremony. 

“NO!” Baron voiced aloud. 

Shooting a rich mixture of his soured presence out of his pores, 
Baron’s demonic aura saturated the molecules in the air and directed a 
thousand years of dead particles straight at Zafir. 

Baron’s presence entered Zafir as smell, taste, and feeling that trav- 
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eled into Zafir’s nose and broke his pace. Zafir leaned over his knees 
and spit the poison onto the floor, but it flew back into him as soon as 
it left his body. 

Baron can make him sick too? Thiago thought with shock. 

He assumed Zafir, who was supposed to be the third most powerful 
of the seven, was too mighty to be hurt by Baron’s demonic presence. 
Thiago raised his claws and ran the pointed ends of them across his 
scalp to caress the scar that ran from the top of his head to the 
bottom, recalling the day Baron slit him open. 

He shivered for his brother Zafir. 

Baron walked between them and placed his hand on Zafir’s neck. 
With his other hand he gripped the shaft of his long, dark gray sword 
that always hung from his waist, deadly in its seabbard. 

“We will all go,” he said and walked away from Zafir with his thick 
cloak rippling behind him. 

Zafir lifted his pained body and curled his lip in shame and anger. He 
looked to his siblings, who were quiet with embarrassment for him. His 
face crumpled with anger as they witnessed his weakness. 

“Move!” he yelled and walked past them with the imprint of Baron’s 
hand lingering like a fiery brand on his skin. 
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Joe carried Sedora’s body into the torture chamber as the others 
watched. Vandivier walked in behind him and lifted Armand out of his 
torture chair to carry him out, thus clearing the room for the reading 
of the powerful Anchor’s Curse. 

Joe placed Sedora on the wooden table beside the torture chairs. 
She was still covered in her white sheet. 

Emery swallowed hard. 

Standing next to Madina, he lifted his trembling hand and grabbed 
a single piece of hair that dangled over her moist face. Emery had 
never touched his doomed Queen before, although he had always 
wondered how her skin felt. 

He smoothed his thumb over her forehead and set the hair back in 
place. 

So so/, he thought. 
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Emery leaned close to Madina’s mouth and listened to her sluggish 
breathing. He knew she was unconscious. He then glanced down at the 
small brown book he held against his side. 

This was Emery’s homemade book full of Cajun spells. Some of 
these spells he’d discovered from antique scrolls, and others he had 
invented himself. 

“Queen, in here is the Anchor’s Curse,” he whispered to her. 

He opened the spell book, which was written in an old French 
dialect, and flipped to a page without a title. 

Emery turned and held the page open for everyone to witness. “This 

is the Anchor’s Curse. After I speak the words on this page, 
everything will change,” Emery said in a deep bass voice. 

“Mm-mm-mm!” Joe hummed and nodded his head fast. 

Emery sighed and looked back at Madina but found that she had 
awakened. Her eyes were raised and aiming through him like red 
missiles. 

Emery instinctively held his breath. His eyes fell to Madina’s feet, 
and his throat clogged with nauseating fluids. Fighting the urge to 
vomit, he gathered his resolve and leaned close to her. 

“We've spent so many years together. Are you going to beg?” he 
whispered in her ear so no one else could hear him. 

“Like your paw Errol did?” Madina questioned loudly. 

“BITCH, I WOULD NEVER.” She lunged at Emery with gritted 
teeth. 

Emery hastily retreated from her and sighed once again, allowing his 
breath to come down even as his anxiety climbed. 

“Just to warn yall,” he announced, “in all the books I’ve read about 
this curse, it’s only been used once before. It might be a dangerous 
spell, so stay at the back of the room, away from both S. Bonds and the 
Queen until we have performed the entire curse. No matter what you 
see or hear, don’t come close.” 

“What’s gon’ happen—I mean how? Is it gon’ hurt her . . . will she 
feel pain?” Joe asked. 

“You mean will the Queen feel pain?” Emery asked. 

“No,” Joe responded. “My baby. Is it gon’ hurt S.Bonds?” 

“T don’t know,” Emery admitted. 

“The spell only says that we must summon the witch’s immortality 


203 


THE KINGDOM ON THE BAYOU 


out of Madina first . . . this is what will bring S. Bonds back if it 
works.” 

“Holup, what is immortality?” Joe asked, puzzled. 

“Immortality is a DNA that comes from no mother or father. It’s 
made of magic, and it mixes with the genes and makes living humans 
stay alive forever.” 

“But Madina has a witch’s immortality inside of her, which is the 
most powerful kind and can bring a human back from the dead. I hope 
that when it mixes with S. Bonds’ genes, it may revive her.” Emery 
continued. 

“Next we will summon the burden that must come with the 
witches’ immortality. This burden doomed Madina to be a witch until 
her soul dies. This identical burden shall enter S. Bonds after the 
immortality and make her . . . a witch of the same blood.” 

“Man what is you sayin, is my baby gon’ be... evil?” Joe asked and 
Aldora’s eyes followed Emery’s lips. 

Emery lost his words. Seconds passed. 

“Sir, I wish I knew. But I do not know.” Emery answered honestly. 

“Finally, the punishment will come last, and it will go to Sedora’s 
mother, Mrs. Doucette.” 

“What?” Joe said. “What punishment?” He looked at Aldora, 
alarmed. 

“Joe, it’s awrite. I’ll explain it all later,” Aldora said. 

“Oh no, no, no, you tell me right, na!” 

“Awright, Emery, just start reading, don’t wait no longer!,” Grean 
shouted out at Emery, watching Joe’s eyes expand with panic. 

“Je te commande!” Emery’s tongue conjured the words from the 
spell book. The first word soared into Madina’s ears and dropped her 
jaw as it commanded the attention of the paranormal particles inside 
her. Spit leaked from her mouth. 

Emery continued reading. 

The immortality of the witch inside her was sent on the move. 
From her bloodstream and the narrow hallways of her veins, a golden 
glow that took the shape of smelted magma gathered in globules 
inside of her. The molecules frantically evicted from her body and the 
glow surrounded every exit of Madina, dripping from her skin like 
sweat. 
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“That’s the immortality comin’ out of her,” Grean whispered to 
Aldora. 

Emery summoned every drop of the magical DNA to exit from 
Madina. 

Madina felt her bones start to ache and pains rummage through 
her body. She looked down at her skin and saw wrinkles coming over 
her flesh like a storm. 

“NOOOO!” Madina screamed before losing control of her tongue. 
“Eeew-longnez-vous de-cesay nay-vruh aye entrez dans un 
nouveau marcher marcher marcher.” Emery continued reading the 

spell. 

“Enter this vessel” he commanded the last of Madina’s eternal life, 
then whispered Sedora’s name over and over so that the particles 
would not get lost in the air. 

Madina looked at Emery, then shifted her eyes to Sedora’s lifeless 
body as it lay on the wooden table. She looked at the blood reddened 
bed sheet covering Sedora’s thin frame, and the innumerable immor- 
tality particles that veiled her body as gently as a blanket. 

“No! No! No!” Madina hummed until she could no more. Her head 
drooped forward, as sleep severed her consciousness with the world. But 
before her eyes closed, she saw her long black hair, which was draped 
over her eyes, graying one strand at a time. 

Madina’s hair grew and flowed into a pool on the floor, all silvery 
and thin. 

Her eyes shut tight, and a golden gust of life force flowed from her 
mouth and nose over to Sedora’s veiled body. The golden shimmer 
sank into the pores of Sedora’s skin and rushed into her mouth and 
nose. 

BANG! 

Sedora’s body suddenly propelled itself into the air and slammed 
back down onto the table, shaking and trembling like an earthquake 
until the bedsheet fell from her face. Her eyes were open, and her 
pupils were golden. 

“Oh, Lawd, no!” Aldora said. 

“Emery, is she . .. supposed to be shaking?” Grean asked nervously. 

Emery flipped through the pages of the spell in a panic but did not 
answer. 
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“No, she got epilepsy! She takin sick!” Joe said and came to S. 
Bonds’ side. He touched her skin, which still felt cold. 

“Yall get back!” Emery said. But Aldora ran to the other side of 
Sedora and grabbed her hand. 

“Emery, just keep going!” Grean said. 

Emery placed his finger on the next paragraph of the spell and 
began to read. 

But this time, on the calling of the first word, Madina jolted awake, 
and a current of red and black lightning mixed with orange fire spiraled 
out of her fingers and pulsated to Sedora’s. 

“GET BACK! Dat there is what’s gon’ make her a damn witch,” 
Grean said and scooted towards the dungeon door. 

The electricity jolted Sedora’s body and lifted her high into the air. 
Suddenly, the room went black as the powers of the witch plundered it 
of all light. 
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“Why the hell is it so quiet?” Thiago asked as the seven sins ran 
through the woods of the Queen’s Bayou, one behind the other. 

“Something is definitely wrong. There are no Tramps here. I don’t 
hear or smell them!” Saphira informed the others, based on her height- 
ened supernatural senses. 

“STOP!” Carmella yelled. She saw a wall of purple light rising above 
the tree line, many miles ahead near the city. 

“WHAT IS THAT?” she asked aloud. 

Zafir took to the sky and hovered, his face turning to dismay. 

“WHAT IS IT?” Carmela asked again. 

“A shield. An energy shield like a giant globe,” Zafir announced. 

“They’re fucking covering it!” Reflections of purple climbed over 
Zafirs’ eyes. 

“Covering what?” Carmela shouted. 

“THE KINGDOM!” Zafir yelled. 

Baron burst into the sky. His eyes expanded. 


Zafir’s wings burst through his suit, and he took flight over the 
trees, stripping the nearest of them of their limbs with the force of his 
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mighty wingspan. The seven all immediately darted east toward the 
purple light, some of them by foot and some in the air. 

Having crossed through or over the woods, they congregated on 
the western riverbank still miles away from the Kingdom, panting in 
silence. The near edge of the massive, glowing purple hemisphere 
loomed immediately before them. 

They could now see that the shield was radiating from the twin 
pillars on the water. 

Carmella looked for the steamboat Trampified, which was usually 
always docked at the riverbank at night, but saw nothing but grass and 
the moon. 

“Shit, Madina! Shit!” Carmela cursed aloud, her eyes instantly 
turning blood red. She ran towards the river water and was seconds 
away from diving in to swim across to the kingdom. But she noticed 
the water shining a glimmering white light underneath the surface. 

The force field penetrated the waters. 

“We can’t even swim across!” 

“Zafir and Baron, go alone!” she screamed. “Get over there and 
stop this!” 

Zafir took to the sky and soared over the water, but a white bolt of 
electricity shot up from the river and blew him back onto the 
riverbank. 

“Zafir!” Navarra ran to his side, but he was unconscious. 

Baron looked at his brother and vanished under the moon, mysti- 
fying his body to hide from the eye of the field. 

He flew under the night like a ghost and then appeared in the 
distance above the tip of the globe, atop the entryway where the orb 
would close. 

As he appeared in the air, he drew the sword at his side from its 
scabbard, lifted the beast of a weapon, and crashed it down onto the 
field. Purple light flew from the globe like sparks. Baron pulled his 
sword back and struck again, and the top of the globe cracked like 
glass, but it did not break. He fell against the sphere once more, and it 
flared like the sun, sending shocks of blinding purple-white heat 
coursing through him. 

Baron grunted in pain but bent to stare through the cracks in the 
force field. The orb was spelled to hate any who touched it and burned 


207 


THE KINGDOM ON THE BAYOU 


his hands and knees like fire. He ignored the pain and drew his eyes 
close to the fractures for a look. 

Dozens of Tramps stood thousands of feet below him inside the 
orb, all aiming their weapons at him, ready to fight to the death if 
Baron entered the field. 

Baron looked at them and saw nothing but the passion of a freed 
people. He watched the Tramps until he could no longer and soared 
into the black sky. 


ny 


A light moan was the only sound that could be heard in the seventh 
chamber. 

“S. Bonds? S. Bonds?” Joe called out, hearing the soft noise. 

“Get us some light up’ in hea!” Aldora commanded. 

Grean snapped her fingers once, reviving the dungeon lights. 

Joe went to S. Bonds’ body as soon as the light in the room was re- 
ignited, hoping to again hear that groan as proof that his daughter’s life 
had returned to her. But he did not hear the soft noise coming from S. 
Bonds. He heard it from behind him instead. 

Joe looked at the torture chair and found a hideous monster where 
Madina had been before. He recoiled and instantly felt the scales of 
snakes crawling over his skin. 

“Oh, my goodness,” Grean said and approached the torture chair 
with a grin. 

“Emery, what in the world is dat thing?” Grean asked, placing her 
hand on Madina’s charred skin. 

Madina released a light wheezing noise at Grean’s touch but could 
not move. Her muscles were frozen like a statue, and the rest of her 
was hardened to the touch. 

“The curse took away her beauty when she lost her immortality,” 
Emery explained. 

“So, this is what she looks like as an over-hundred-something-year- 
old...witch,” Grean said. 

“What you all say?! Oh, we done did it na’! She ain’t gon’ like this 
when she wakes up, and I give her a mirror.” Grean inspected Madina’s 
tough, peeling corpse. 
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Her body had bloated and was full of pus. Her skin was purple with 
decay and oozing green liquids that smelled like soured flesh. Her once 
black hair that S. Bonds had once imagined was created on a planet in 
space was now gray and so long that it pooled on the floor like a deep 
puddle. 

Vandivier began unstrapping Madina from the torture chair. 

He went to her hands and whisked his finger around the vines that 
trapped her, trusting that her lethal powers were in S. Bonds now. The 
vines fell from her wrists, exposing cuts riddled into her flesh from the 
violent electric shocks she had sent storming through her body earlier 
in the night. Vandivier lifted Madina and carried her out of the room. 

Aldora and Joe watched Madina get carried away, then stared at 
each other, both silently rejoicing that they'd found their revenge. But 
they knew, they had not won all they sought yet. 

Aldora stared at S. Bonds with a look that showed her lack of hope 
in the dire situation. S. Bonds’ chest was moving in slow motion and 
struggling to rise and fall. 

Everything else about her was unresponsive. 

“Y’all got a cover for her?” Aldora asked Grean. 

“Yeah,” Vandivier said and dug into his side pocket, pulling a blue, 
bed-sized blanket out of it. 

Aldora covered Sedora’s body with the blanket, but as she did so, 
she noticed something amazing underneath that kept her hope from 
withering completely. 

The wounds from Sedora’s stomach seemed to be rapidly repairing 
themselves. Aldora saw Sedora’s skin moving like little ants, latching 
back onto itself, and shaping flat and smooth as it was before. 

Aldora was awestruck. 

“Sedora ...” Aldora called to S. Bonds and touched her daughter’s 
face. Sedora’s head was propped up by her long kinky freed braids like 
a fluffed pillow. 

“If you can hear me, move ya lips or something,” Aldora said, 
hoping that S. Bonds would spring up at her request. 

“Mrs. Aldora, I’d suggest you give her some time to wake up. 
Everything, all the magic, is probably still settlin’ in and getting situ- 
ated. . . . The wonderful news is, she’s breathing,” Emery softly 
whispered. 
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“Barely breathing,” Joe said. 

Joe took Sedora’s left hand and watched her chest. Aldora grabbed 
S. Bonds’ right hand and caressed it softly. 

Her skin was ice cold and felt hard like plastic. 

“Well, that’s cause he had to re-start her heart, so I imagine it’s gon’ 
need some time to get used to living again. Emery is right, just be 
patient, yall,” Grean said. 

“Gawd, I don’t know if you can hear me in this place, and I know 
people die every day.” 

Joe lifted his head to the chamber ceiling as he spoke. “Me and 
Dora, we ain’t never carried on like our churn was more important 
than anybody else’s.” 

“I know S.Bonds ain’t the only one you love .. .” Joe stopped 
speaking as his throat and eyes filled with sorrow. 

“And I know you can’t be happy bout the way we handling this, . . . 
but if you could save her, that’d just mean so much to me,” Joe prayed. 

“T just love my child, Gawd. I really do.” Joe laid his hand next to S. 
Bonds and tucked her hand under his. 

“Don’t worry, Joe. She gon’ be all right,” Grean said positively. 

But quietly, her mind feared that S. Bonds should have awakened 
moments ago, and she had no clue if S. Bonds would ever wake up 
again. 


Chapter Sixteen 


LD uring the night the sun heard the ruckus of battle, so when 

it arrived at the Bayou in the morning, it cast a warm fire on 
the day to show those who had survived, on either side of the rebel- 
lion, that a ceasefire named daybreak had come. 

Beginning at five that morning, Tramps had begun going door to 
door to spread the word that it was safe for all to come out now. Those 
who were more slaves than friends of Queen Madina emerged from 
their homes first, with a confident strut. 

“Yall can come on out, na’!” one Tramp told an old fairy woman 
named Whitney, who had skin made of bronze sparkles and golden 
wings attached to her glistening back. Whitney and her husband lived on 
the northwestern side of the Bayou, where the homes were modestbut 
surrounded by ageless oak trees that leaned over all the streets. 

The trees’ giant limbs always appeared as if they were giving warm 
greetings. 

“Yall won? Ya kidding me! Praise the Lawd!” Whitney said in 
shock and peeked out of her door to gaze at the sky’s electric shield. 
She’d seen it creeping over the Bayou late in the night, but had quickly 
closed her curtains and pretended the world didn’t look to be ending. 

The woman’s fairy husband appeared behind her, wiping crust from 
his eyes and wildly thrashing his brownish-gray, torn wings. 
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“What’chu mean we can come out? To do what? You mean to tell 
me, the Queen is dead and I STILL got to go my ass ta’work today?” 
the fairy man asked. 

“Dat’s all you think about! Going to work! Didn’t ya hear what they 
said? She finally dead!” the fairy woman said and stepped outside, 
shaking her head at her husband’s belittling of such a victory. 

Exhausted and grumpy, the fairy man was less excited than most. 

Adolescents like Bernie and Jimmy didn’t even wait for a white flag 
to explore their new ruler-less home. Their young blood had stirred 
them awake before the sun came up, and now they were doing things 
they’d never have done under Madina’s reign, like fishing without 
permission. 

“You sure you want to go out today, Jimmy?” Bernie asked as Jimmy 
pushed a boat into the water. 

Bernie was having second thoughts as he watched the waves of the 
sparkling green river begin to pick up in the wind. 

“Yeah Bernie! See me, I’m goin out there and get me beaucoup 
seafood! They be makin’ dat snapper so good in the Queen’s nine 
brotha, I been thankin’ ‘bout a platter Mrs.Dorgenios made for me for 
weeks na’. Whateva I find out dere, I’m gon’ bring it all to her and tell 
her to make it just like she did befo’, but with dat good’ ole twinkle 
butter from da’ Cajun food parlor.” 

“Which one you talkin’ ‘bout? The one in Quicksand by the 
Queen’s Calliope?” 

“Yeah, they be sellin’ that butter cheap cheap!” 

“Hmmmph! Oooo-we. We gon’ be eatin too fuckin’ good. But ya 
know what I was thankin’ too brotha, we need to be gettin all the 
crawfish and scrimps we can carry and sell em’ at the back. Boy we gon’ 
make a killin’!” Bernie nodded. 

“See now, dat’s smart! The rest of them boys is too scary to come 
out here . . . they ain’t thinking ‘bout this at all, and dat’s why they gon’ 
miss out when we bring all this food back!” 

“Oh yeah, man. And can you believe how bad they was goin’ at it 
yesterday?” Jimmy asked excitedly as he lowered his body into the 
small ash-army green wooden boat that swayed in the churning river. 

The water shook the little raft like a pebble in a cup. 

“Yup. Sho'll was! Man, if my mama wouldn't up all night we coulda 
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went down there just so I could see them fight! Specially since I heard 
they caught up with the General old crooked ass. My cousin Janny told 
me they split him down the middle then burned that big bitch crispy! 
Cooked 'em right up! She said she saw the whole thing from her 
window.” 

“No, huh? I can’t believe they got him this time. Dat’s what he gets! 
Ooh-wee, it’s a time in the city!” Bernie jumped onto the boat with 
Jimmy and pulled the line to start the ignition. The boat cranked up, 
and they sped out to the middle of the river. 

The twenty-two-year-olds were so engrossed in their conversation 
that they didn’t notice over three dozen long, winding scaly tails 
following behind their toy-sized boat. 


ob 


Vandivier stood on the exterior courtyard's highest step and peered 
into the crowd of soldiers assembled on the marble steps below him. It 
was about six o’clock in the morning, so the sun had just begun 
storming the Bayou with a wave of fresh blinding heat, and the Tramps 
were fueled with energy. 

There wasn’t one sluggish yawn across the entire courtyard, even 
though none of them had gotten a lick of sleep the night before. Each 
Tramp shared a side-eye of anticipation and pits full of concern while 
discussing the war that they’d stepped into overnight. 

They were gathered in many small circles, some loudly chatting and 
others arguing about the deadly night they’d had. 

“a! a!3t4!...8!...20!” Vandivier counted aloud as their voices 
distracted his headcount. He went from head to head, bouncing his 
six-inch claws on top of the air to gain an accurate count of who all had 
made it through the night. 

“Larry here, Alvin right there . . . Aw fuck, where Pat? Oh! There 
he go!” he said to himself. 

Vandivier counted the last head and estimated approximately two- 
hundred and sixty Tramps in attendance for the meeting in the 
courtyard. 

Shit, I can work with this! Vandivier thought while the feeling of 
uncut excitement spread inside his veins. 
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Almost all of his men had survived the siege on Madina. But there 
were around 100 Tramps, those Vandivier deemed he could not trust, 
who had been killed or gravely injured. 

“Ahem!” Vandivier cleared his throat. 

“Shh! Shh! Shh!” the Tramps hushed each other, until the chatter on 
the courtyard was swept up. 

“First thang I wanna say is, I’m thrilled to see all y'all outchea’ 
today. Yall showed up n’ showed out yesta’day, and I’m grateful.” 

“Yeah, we did!” someone shouted. 

“Yeah. Yeah.” Vandivier bowed his head in agreement. 

“Now, I’m sho y’all wanderin’ what’s gon’ happen next. The Queen 
is dead, and she ain’t comin’ back, thank the LAWD! It’s gon’ be 
smooth sailing from hea’ on out, brothas. We ain’t got to worry bout a 
thang!” Vandivier shouted with conviction. 

“Say dat! Speak on it! Go’ head na’!” many of the Tramps cheered 
and whistled. 

“Uh-huh, uh-huh,” Vandivier nodded again. 

“Hol up, If we ain’t got nothin’ to worry bout, why we put up dat 
barrier? We can barely get to the woods!” someone yelled from the left 
side of the steps. 

A Tramp named David answered, “Cause! The Queen sistah’s and 
brudda’s waiting out dere. Sherman already toll me they is! He said he 
was in the towers with Frank, and he saw Carmella, Baron, Saphira, all 
em’ out there over the water using’ everythang they got tryin’ to get 
back in here. Sherman said they was cuttin’ up, and Baron almost tore 
clean through the barrier. Sherman said he was real scared too.” 

“Man don’t lie on me, I ain’t say I was scared!” Sherman himself 
yelled out bashfully. 

“Yes, ya did!” David argued back. 

Vandivier pulled a handkerchief out of his pocket and nervously 
dabbed his wet forehead while pushing forced air from his cheeks. 

“Well, they didn’t get in, did they? So what dat tell yall?” Vandivier 
asked the crowd. 

“And y’all can’t go in the woods YET, just give me some time. 
Thing’s will settle down soon.” 

“SO, THEY IS AFTER US!?” Someone else yelled. 

“Yeah—I mean—no!” Vandivier fumbled in response. “Look, just 
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listen ta’ me, Grean is gonna handle all of dat. If we ain’t have this 
thought out, do y’all thank we would have made it this far?” 

None of the Tramps responded to this challenge. They just looked 
at each other and waited for someone else to answer him first. 

“It’s awrite, yall gon’ see what I mean. I got a plan to take care of 
all of us. Yall ain’t even got to worry bout dat!” Vandivier shook his 
head at them. 

“But anyway, let me tell y’all why I called y'all here. These next few 
hours is gon’ be very important for all of us. And there’s some thang’s I 
need y’all to help me do.” 

“First thing on the list got to do with the Palace, and I thank y'all 
gon’ enjoy this.” Vandivier flashed his gold fangs. 

“T need y’all to go in this Palace and get rid of everythang but the 
wallpaper. If you can move it, it’s got to go!” 

“GO IN?” they shrieked in collective shock. 

“Yeah! dat’s what I said.” 

“And I brought some potata ‘sacs for y’all to use too.” Vandivier 
tugged his pocket to the right and dug inside. He pulled out a horde of 
dusty brown potato bags. 

“Ya'll come line up hea’ and grab a bag.” 

The Tramps came towards the top of the courtyard and excitedly 
each took a bag. Some of them couldn’t suppress their smiles. Many 
citizens of the Queen's Bayou had only gazed upon her Palace from the 
outside, without the pleasure of every witnessing its inner beauty. And 
Madina forbade those who had seen the inside of the Palace from 
speaking of what they’d seen. She trusted no one and often feared that 
if the design of her home was ever discussed, it would become far too 
easy for her to be ambushed. 

“Awright, everybody got they bag? Come on!” 

Vandivier turned around and walked towards the Queen’s Royal 
entrance to the Palace. The Royal entrance was a cream-colored white 
door with a golden fleur de lis for a handle. 

It was the centermost door amongst the seven entranceways. 

Vandivier gripped the golden handle and walked into a poorly lit 
vestibule. Inside the space was a circular white marble stairway that 
seemed to wind seductively to the sky. 
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“Wow,” The Tramps muttered as they walked through the petite 
door behind Vandivier. 

It wasn’t uncommon for the Tramps to spend a daydream or two 
each day imagining what was behind Madina’s royal door. Most imag- 
ined themselves turning the handle and finding a swift death followed by 
a white light with heaven on the other side. Others believed they’d 
open the door and fall into a never-ending pit of fire, and they defi- 
nitely did not want to burn any more than they already had. 

The Tramps walked four flights high before the stairway opened to 
its first floor, the center Foyer. 

The Grand Foyer of the Palace was a glorious yellow and red-berry- 
wine colored atrium that mirrored the appearance of a king’s ballroom. 
The foyer was located in the exact center of the Palace on the first 
floor and connected to every corner of the residence. The left and 
right wings of the palace were seamlessly accessible through its 
varnish-glazed golden marble floors and via the twin ruby-red carpeted 
stairways fit for a Queen running late for the Ball. 

With a ceiling crisscrossed by intricate paintings and lofty enough 
to accommodate a large oak tree, the foyer was enormous. There were 
also beautifully decorated large suites with lush indoor balconies lining 
the four inner walls. As these balconies extended inward over the 
foyer, and as these rooms had no exterior windows or balconies, the 
guests were deprived any sensory experience of the Bayou outside. Yet 
it only took one charmed glance out from each honeyed, lightly 
fragranced chamber into the grand foyer below to forget the Bayou 
entirely. 

“HELLOOOOO!” a Tramp placed his hands on both sides of his 
mouth and shouted. His voice rang through the room creating doppel- 
gangers that echoed throughout the cavernous space. 

“Well, I'll be damned, this bitch is nice!” said another Tramp, as he 
slipped off his glove to let his charred skin feel one of many slender 
golden pillars with raspberry-colored fleurs de lis lacquered in vertical 
patterns on its surface. 

“Oww-wee! I got to tell Rose ‘bout dis hea’, and look at dat muh’- 
fucka!” Sherman pointed to a single chandelier hanging from a thick 
golden chain that dropped from the center of the room a few feet 
forward from the red-carpeted steps. 


216 


The chandelier was the only non-golden metal in the room, it was a 
bright bronze that could easily pass for gold. It was a custom-made 
piece, created with 70 sockets and delivered to the Palace with 70 
long-standing white candles. The stunner was designed by hands with a 
traditional touch, as evidenced by 17 perfectly cut, see-through pear- 
shaped crystals that were connected by way of small, white round gems 
that linked each pear crystal to its fellow. 

The Tramp looked at the giant chandelier in complete captivation, 
but his vision stumbled when he noticed something peculiar beyond 
the chandelier on the ceiling above it. 

“It’s us,” he pointed and said aloud, calling the Tramps nearby him 
to look up at the ceiling as well. 

Inside the boundaries of a 360-degree perfect circle of solid gold 
crown molding, there was an oil-painted fable, but it contained no 
pink baby angels in snow-white clouds. 

There was just the image of one man, a Jester named Toussaint, 
dressed in a black and red jester’s costume that looked much like the 
kind the Tramps were wearing. 

In the painting, Toussaint the Jester was sitting on a brown stool in 
a room stained with blue and black hues, playing a version of chess 
from the old world with a look of confusion and despair on his face. 
But Toussaint’s story did not stop in that vivid golden frame. The ceil- 
ings went on for years above their heads to tell anyone who would 
listen the tragedy of the Jester, who was flecked with talent but 
plagued with pennilessness by birth. 

“Awrite, yall got till the rest of the day to clear everythang out hea’. 
Just don’t fuck the whole house up; don’t be rough, tearing shit up 
while you tryin’ to take it off the walls—none of dat! Now, I don’t care 
what you do wit the stuff y’all find, but whatever y’all do, don’t take it 
home or out of this Palace. We got a fire burnin’ in a furnace down- 
stairs, yall can just throw everything up in dere dat you find,” Vandi- vier 
said. 

“Wait, we burnin everythang? Even the good stuff ?” Sherman asked. 

“Well, the way I see it, Queen been in this place for too long, so I 
wouldn’t trust none of this shit in my house. Shoot, you may thank you 


217 


THE KINGDOM ON THE BAYOU 


checked something, and it done grew legs in the middle of the night 
and tryna stomp yo ass out up in there. Best bet is to burn it all,” 
Vandivier answered. 

He turned and walked toward the other side of the room, then 
stopped and pointed at a magnificent portrait of Madina on the wall 
above the long hallway leading to the right wing of the Palace. 

The picture portrayed Madina sitting upright on a golden canvas. She 
had rows of finger-waved curls in her hair, and she was wearing a long 
black ball gown with a bright red medallion resting on her defined collar 
bones. 

“See dat dere? Throw allat away,” Vandivier instructed. 

“All dem portraits need to be gone! She got bout’ fifty of em’ round 
here. Stuff like that y’all gon’ have to carry to the furnace by hand. 
Take a few men and head down dat hall. Go to the left, and y’all gon’ 
see another stairway. It’s gon’ take yall down to the chambers. Dat 
walk long, yeah, so bring as much as you can at once.” 

“Awrite, we gotcha Vee,” Sherman answered hesitantly. Vandivier 
hummed and stared at his Tramps as if he was waiting for them to get 
started. 

Lawd, please let her realy be dead! Sherman thought and walked 
nearer to the portrait. The closer he got to the picture, the better he 
could see the details of the painting. It was as if Madina were right 
there in front of him, and she was not happy with him. 

The expression that Madina had in the portrait was that of a 
lioness feeding. The only thing missing was the blood and the carcass. 
Sherman dropped his head to the ground as he stood beneath the 
picture. He then jolted his body into the air and floated up until his 
feet met the edges of the painting. 

“Mph!” he yelped and knocked the portrait from the wall with a 
powerful spin kick. 

The picture moaned as it detached from its hinges and slowly free- 
fell into the air, slamming against the marble floor with the sound of 
broken bones. 
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“The hell was you thankin’, Jo?” Claude whispered angrily. 

Annette was in the shower, and he did not want her to hear them 
arguing. “You can’t pick up a telephone and tell me where the hell you 
at?” Claude cut his eyes at her and bit his bottom lip. 

“You wrong! You dead wrong, Jo!” Claude continued as he walked 
around the trailer to the dryer, then opened it and pulled Baby 
Claude’s cloth diaper out. He sniffed it, then closed the small metal 
machine quickly. 

Josephine leaned against the kitchen table. She stared at Claude as if 
she didn’t have an answer for him. 

Baby Claude toddled over to his mother and reached for her to 
hold him from the carpet. Josephine looked down and picked him up. 
He nestled his head on her shoulder and twirled his fingers around in 
her afro at the nape of her neck. 

Big Claude looked at them, but his head was still full of steam. 
Thank you, can come and go as you please, he argued to himself. 

“Got some nerve waltzing yo ass in here after 24 damn hours,” he 
continued aloud. 

“Matta fact, gimmie, my son.” Big Claude walked over to her and 
reached for Baby Claude. 

“No! You better get ’cho ass away from me, Claude. I’m not in the 
mood!” Josephine protested and walked around his open hands. 

“Josephine!” he yelled out in frustration. 

“WHAT? ... WHAT CLAUDE!? WHAT DO YOU WANT ME 
TO SAY, HUH?!” she screamed. 

“T WANT TO KNOW WHERE THE HELL YOU BEEN AT!?” 
Claude demanded. 

“What you think I’m keeping secrets from you? This ain’t got 
nothin’ to do with trying to hide anything from you, Claude. Damn!” 

“This is about my family and my sister. If you can’t respect dat and 
trust me enough to know I wouldn’t ever hurt you, dat says a lot about 
how well you know me.” 

“Josephine, I’m yo damn family too, so if something goin’ on with 
Netty, you ain’t got to say it, but at least tell me where you was all this 
time. You thank if I go missing and ain’t nobody answering the phone 
or know where I’m at, dat you would you be happy with me?” Claude’s 
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open hands trembled as he tried to reason with Josephine while 
keeping his rage at bay. 

“Stop yelling,” she insisted, peering toward the bathroom door. “NO, 

YOU WOULDN'T BE HAPPY ‘BOUT IT, AND YOU 
KNOW IT,” Claude roared in response. 

“T DON’T DESERVE THAT JO, AND ’M NOT TAKING IT!” 

Josephine covered Baby Claudes' right ear and whispered over his 
head. “Fine, then don’t damn take it!” 

She stormed to the bedroom with Baby Claude. 

Annette stepped out of the bathroom just as Josephine slammed 
the bedroom door. 

“What’s goin’ on?” Annette asked. 

“Nothin’,” Claude said, pushing dishes around in the sink. 

Thirty minutes later, Claude went into their bedroom and saw 
Baby Claude lying on Josephine’s chest. 

He'd fallen asleep. 

Claude squeezed the bridge of his nose and released a troubled 
sigh. 

He lifted Baby Claude off Josephine and laid him in the bed. He 
then took Josephine’s hand and led her into the bathroom. He turned on 
the shower and begin to undress her and himself. 

Josephine was quiet and looked into his eyes the entire time. 

“Jo. ’'m sorry. I don’t know what’s wrong with you, but please just 
talk to me,” he begged. 

Josephine took Claude’s hand and led him into the shower. 

She held his thick back and caressed it softly. He leaned his head 
on her shoulder and nuzzled her neck. 

“Honey, did you hear me? What happen, Jo? he asked. “I’m sorry I 
yelled at ’cha,” Claude whispered in her ear. 

“Claude, me and Netty....we....we killed S. Bonds,” she whispered 
back to him. 
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“Aw man, what about this, we got to throw this away too?” A Tramp 
named Charlie held up an elaborate diamond-encrusted headdress. 
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“Boss said to throw it away, so throw it A W A Y,” Tommy 
answered. 

“Hmmph,” Charlie hummed and placed the headdress over his 
horns. 

“You goin’ to help them clean up in the chamber where they killed 
the Queen?” Tommy asked and shook his head at Charlie. 

“Shit no! I ain’t goin’ down dere. With my luck, a spirit would jump 
on my back an’ I wouldn’t be able to get it off. I ain’t helping with dat. 
Uh-uh, no, not me.” 

“Tommy! Charlie! Come hea, come see this right quick!” a Tramp 
named Harold called from down the hall. Tommy and Charlie walked 
out of the room and into another. 

“This got to be the Queen room!” the Tramp excitedly announced 
to them. 

“Got-damn, she got some nice shit up in here!” Tommy 
exclaimed. 

He stepped into the room’s walk-in closet and re-emerged with an 
over-sized black fur coat. 

“Harold, how I look?” Tommy asked. 

“IT KNOW DAT AIN’T A MANK COAT?” Harold shouted 
excitedly. 

“I thank it might be!” 

“Betta go get’chu one. They got bout a thousand of em back there.” 
Tommy laughed. 

“Where we gon’ go with a mank coat, and it’s hot as cheese 
outside?” Charlie said. 

“I thank I might go down to the Queens Quarter and take up strip- 
ping.” Tommy answered. 

“T wouldn’t advise it,” Harold laughed looking at Tommy’s unflat- 
tering shape. 

“Yeah, yo ass gon’ be as fonky as a polecat by the time you step out in 
dat sun with a got damn fur. Take dat hot shit off!” Charlie rippedthe 
coat off of Tommy’s shoulders. 

Tommy then kicked off his shoes, and fell over onto the large bed, 
which impressively covered most of an entire wall even though this 
wasn’t the master bedroom. 

Tommy swirled his body around in the red silk sheets. 
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“Hmmm, these feel good. What these sheets made with? Sheep 
ass?” 

The Tramps chuckled. 

“Man get’cho lazy ass up, got them animal toes out. I hate them 
damn feets! Dem the ugliest toes Gawd ever died fa’.” 

The Tramps cackled again. 

In the room across the hall, another set of Tramps were also 
enjoying Madina’s spoils. 

“Man, who would have ever thought we'd see the day!” 

“T can’t believe Vandivier did it!” 

“Neither me,” a Tramp said as he looked in a mirror and tried on a 
pair of liquified golden disco pants. 

“Oh, I look good in these bitches right ’chea. I’m gon’ be a bad 
somebody in the barroom later on tonight with my ugly ass,” the 
Tramp said. 

“See me... I don’t want nothin she got!” an old Tramp named 
George said. “I ain’t takin’ the chance. Not wit my gran’churn in the 
house—just can’t do it.” George threw a couple of Madina’s expensive 
purses in the fireplace in the room. 

By the end of the day, nearly all the Tramps had stepped out with 
various types of items. 

Those that indulged themselves rammed random pieces of silver in 
their pants and carried off rings, shoes, gems, pots, curtains, books, 
and even furniture. Everything else, except the walls, and some bed 
frames, they burned to ash. 

They couldn't believe their good fortune. 

When the Tramps had just about concluded their cleaning, a group 
of them came across a lonely room on the east wing of the palace. 

The room was the only room decorated for a child in the entire 
palace. The Tramps looked around the well-decorated pink room, 
which had charming dolls covering the bed and lining the shelves on 
the walls. In the closet the Tramps found more doll babies and a host 
of old unworn dresses for every year and season that had passed since 
Madeleine was killed. 

One of the Tramps found a small pink chest in the very back of the 
closet. 

He opened it and lifted up a light purplish dress with long ribbons 
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and bows. On its white collar was stitched in beautiful lettering, 
“Madeleine.” 

“We can’t burn all this! It’s too nice!” the Tramp said, fawning over 
the most exquisite pieces of clothing he’d ever seen. He began packing 
up the clothing, thinking of the Bayou’s children in need. 

When he finished, he unwittingly asked the others to help him 
carry the cursed clothing out into the kingdom .. . like an infection. 
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“Ma! The gators is killing again!” Grean’s great-grandson, Luther, ran 
into the house and shouted at her. Grean was having a neighborhood 
meeting to update the Back of the Bayou on Madina’s death, and her 
home was full of spirits. 

“They just killed my friends, Bernie and Jimmy,” the distraught boy 
insisted. 

“Bernie who? I know you ain’t talking about Bernard and Sarah’s 
boy?” Grean asked. 

“Yeah! He dead mama! They ate him and Jimmy,” Luther said with 
tears in his eyes. 

“Oh Lawd, no, Sarah ain’t gon’ make it,” a woman said and shook 
her head pitifully. 

“Which gator was it, Luther? A small one or big boy?” Grean 
queried. 

“IT don’t know... they said it was a whole pack of “em, mama Gee. 
The guards in the towers said they seent it, but they couldn’t warn ‘em in 
time. They said it happened so fast.” 

“And mama dat ain’t it. The gators sunk all the small boats too. We 
had to pull the steamboats up on the land. Cause the gators won’t even 
let nobody get close to the water without tryna eat em. Why they doin’ 
dat mama?” Grean’s grandson asked. 

“They lost their mama, dat’s why,” an old blind man interjected. 

“Tt ain’t no coincidence the day after Queen dies they start doing 
this shit again. They know she dead, I reckon.” 

“What we gon’ do? We need to get in the water and go in the 
woods, Grean.” The old man continued. 
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“See this why I ain’t want to do this in the first place! Lawd, we 
bout to starve.” 

“No, YALL bout to starve. I’m a vampire, I ain’t had yall kind of 
meat in forty-nine years!” 

“No, no, don’t start spreading that mess!” Grean said. “We can 
always get food from the city, bring it in from the portals in the Quar- 
ters.” She stood up and walked towards the kitchen. 

“But dat’s so damn dangerous, Grean! Last time we brought food in 
like dat, dem folks almost caught on to all us.” Another neighbor spoke. 

“Oh, uh-uh, let me go to the market and make groceries right 
quick. Lawd, I tell ya. Dats why I can’t stand people who don’t be 
knowing what they talking about, yeah. Talkin' bout you want to go 
against Queen!” A neighbor walked out of the house. 

Grean closed her eyes. 

“Vandivier, go gather the best hunters we got. We gon’ have to try 
to kill them gators if they don’t want to let us get in the water.” 

“Kill em?” someone else gasped. 

“How, Grean? And with what?” another asked. “These ain’t no canal 
gators from the other side, and you already know it. We’d have to 
poison the water and kill everything in there, and we can’t do that. We 
just as good as dead if we do dat—dere ain’t enough food in the city to 
feed this many people in dem woods.” 

“This pitiful, Grean,” another neighbor chimed in. “You got a city 
full of free people you can’t protect nor damn feed. I’m going stock up 
at the market.” The man speaking had bloodshot eyes and talked with 
a deep, raspy drag. He turned and also walked out of Grean’s house. 

“Vandivier, come here,” Grean called. 

“Tell em go take a stroll and make sho’ they don’t go spreading this 
all around the Bayou.” 

“Okay,” Vandivier answered and left the house. 

Grean looked at her grandson, sitting on the couch, sobbing, with 
his head in his lap. She rubbed Luthers’ slender back with her hands 
and comforted his ears with her words of assurance. 

Everyone knew Luther, Bernie, and Jimmy were best friends. They 
grew up together. 

Yet Grean winced and scolded Luther with her eyes. She hated that 
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he made such a disastrous announcement in front of the entire neigh- 
borhood. 

Frustrated, she got up from the couch and walked to her bedroom, 
slamming the door behind her and sitting on her bed. 

Grean was silent and barely breathing. She stared at the wall. 

“GOT DAMN!!” she cursed and with one outstretched arm swiped 
everything on her nightstand off onto the floor. 
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_Chapter Seventeen. 


S edora’s eyelids burst atop her oversized, coffee-colored irises, 

like a sinner who’d awakened in hell, astonished that their 
unrepentant waltz with life swung them right out of Heaven’s arms. 
But after Sedora’s dance left her lifeless, it was not hell that captured 
her when she landed on a ballroom floor alone, although Hell had tried 
hard to catch her. No, Sedora fell into the arms of a suitor—a world 
famous, dapper, older gentleman named Magic, who was rich on his 
feet. 

Magic whisked through Sedora’s blood faster than lightning and 
enhanced it over a million times until her skin was an impeccable phys- 
ical fortification. Like armor, it could withstand the worst of all 
seasons, temperatures, pains, and conditions. Her flesh was refined and 
immaculate, as if she had returned to the womb to bake for an addi- 
tional nine months and woke again as a newborn. Yet, Sedora did not 
wake up with the mind or even the memory of an infant. Shock 
gripped her brain, and it literally trembled in her head. 

This was partly the fault of her mind. 

What was she thinking? Nothing on the surface. The seed of her 
first revived thought sprouted in the deepest area of her mind, past all 
she could see. However, the seed was thick with dread. Sedora’s 


226 


subconscious mind shivered at the memory of a dark, unfriendly place 
where life never survived. A place it didn’t want to go back to. 

Never again, it declared, not knowing that Sedora could not go back to 
that dark place, since a spell that commanded her to breathe, compete, 
and survive by any means necessary had already swallowed her identity. 

Fortunately, not every part of her was so dismayed. 

While her body lay in silken bedsheets, her fingers quietly enjoyed 
her revival by innocently stumbling over the covers to prove they were 
no longer dead in the water. They danced for life as if life was a 
charming new lover whose attention they needed to keep. 

Incredible, her right hand wished it could say. It stretched her 
fingers like the legs of spiders and gripped the lavish sheets, squeezing 
them into her palm, which collected the sensual feel of the fabric’s 
innermost threads and reported the sweet sensation to her mind. It 
felt amazing to be alive and new. Her knuckles were also aflame and 
rolled under her flesh like a riptide, making rapid snatching motions, 
like the kneading of bread, getting accustomed to the plush feel of its 
fresh coat of timeless, undying skin. 

Ki! it, an unnamed voice suddenly whispered in her head. 

Sedora lifted her head off a golden silk pillow. This movement 
brought lavender-colored rockets pulsing with electricity to her eyes. The 
missiles shot across her sight, creating purple blind spots which, once 
cleared, allowed her to see the world with new vision. 

Her old sight was left behind with her first life, and suddenly she 
could now view the surrounding room from any angle of her choosing. 

She saw herself lying in bed in one moment, and the wall behind 
her head in the next. Then the ability retracted itself to the back of 
the power line, giving her other talents a chance to speak. 

Ki! it, her ears heard again. 

Then she heard another sound. She glanced beside her. 

Without blinking, Sedora’s brain tried to find out what she was 
staring at, what the strange voice was asking her to kill. The room was lit 
dimly by one small lamp across the room, though a high unlit chan- 
delier spread out over her head. 

Sedora focused on the ailing snore piercing her left ear. Her ears 
gathered the sound like a biological sample, and her brain understood 
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when it was born, and every ill that critically sickened the thing. Yet, 
instead of responding to the wheezing with mercy, Sedora categorized 
the sound of the cursed snorer with cornered prey. 

Ki! it... the voice compelled her. 

“Kill it?” S. Bonds repeated the command in a monotone voice and 
stared at the thing her mind called “it,” which was in fact her mother, 
Aldora. 

Aldora jolted out of her sleep, shaking the entire bed. She tasted 
her tongue. A rogue yawn escaped from her mouth, and she slowly 
opened her eyes to the room. She shook her legs as her eyes lowered 
again. She glanced next to her and suddenly noticed the pupils of Sedo- 
ra’s eyes following her every move. 

“Oh, S. Bonds!” she screamed and sat up in bed. She grabbed her 
daughter’s shoulders and pulled her close. 

“Yes Lawd! You awake! . . . it’s a miracle!” she proclaimed and 
happily wept. 

“Joe! Joe! Turn on the lights, she up now!” 

Sedora shot her eyes in the direction of a blue silk chair in the 
corner of her room where her father sat. 

Joe jumped up and ran to the light switch to turn on the chandelier 
above their heads. 

“Oh, Lawd ...” Joe said and fell to his knees with his hands over his 
mouth. 

He watched Aldora hugging Sedora tightly, while S. Bonds held a 
cold and emotionless expression. She did not hug her mother back or 
speak. 

Joe walked tentatively over to Sedora. 

“Hey, my sweet baby.” He kissed her forehead and touched her 
cheeks. S. Bonds looked from Aldora then to Joe and then to the 
ceiling. 

“S. Bonds, are you okay, baby?” he asked as he watched her eyes roll 
to the top of her head. 

“Kill it?” she whispered to him. 

“What she say?” Aldora asked through her celebratory cries. 

She winced at S. Bonds blank stare. S. Bonds’ eyes aimed beyond 
them now. Aldora looked behind her back and wondered if S. bonds 
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saw something on the wall behind her, but Sedora’s zombie-like expres- 
sion still had not changed. 

“She said .. .” Joe looked in Sedora’s eyes. 

“I thank, she said, ‘kill. . . it’.” Joe struggled to repeat, with a terror 
orbiting his mind that scurried the wind out of his chest. 
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“Don’t forget dat tape and grab dat rope too.” Josephine gestured her 
head to a huge metal toolbox near the washer and dryer in her trailer. 

“What the hell we need tape in the woods for, Jo?” Annette whis- 
pered loudly in the dark. 

“Shhh! Before you wake Claude up.” Josephine pointed to her 
bedroom. 

Annette sighed. 

“What if we don’t need tape, Josephine. I thank it’s just gon’ make 
the bag harder to carry. It’s already heavy as hell!” Annette picked up 
one of two old purses of Josephine’s. Both of the bags were full of 
everything they could think of that they would need to trek through 
the woods to find their parents. 

“Just pack it, Netty. Dat lil weight ain’t gon’ kill you. You never 
know what we gon’ need out there.” 

“You know what, Netty? Just go make the sandwiches. I’ll pack the 
bags for us.” 

“Awrite, fine with me,” Annette said sarcastically. She went to the 
refrigerator and pulled out pieces of sliced meat. She made three sand- 
wiches with mayo, mustard, and turkey ham on white bread. 

“STOP,” Josephine whispered abruptly. 

She felt the floor shifting under a herculean weight. 

The floors creaked. 

“Damn!” Josephine cursed. 

“Hurry, dat’s Claude!” She mouthed to Annette. 

Annette quickly grabbed the three sandwiches, wrapped them in 
white napkins and packed them in a purse. She then snatched her 
fathers’ keys off the table and raced out through the door to the 
pickup truck. 
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Josephine grabbed the other bag and rushed to leave. She placed her 
hand around the doorknob. 

“What you doing, Jo?” Claude walked into the living room, with 
sleep still in his eyes and yawned. 

He peered at the handbag that Josephine was carrying. It was 
stuffed with clothes, tissue, two cups, some of his tools, and a few 
small rags. 

“You leavin’ me?” His heart fell to his feet. 

“Hell no, Claude! This ain’t got nothin’ to do with you, baby,” she 
said and dropped the bag to the floor. She went over to him and gath- 
ered his cheeks in her hands, just like she often did to their son. 

“What’s it about, Jo, cause this don’t look right to me.” 

“Claude, I have to go take care of somethin’.” 

“Like what, Jo? Where you got to go where you need allat stuff?” 

Josephine brought her hand to her temples. 

“Okay.” She sighed. “I don’t know how to say this, but .. . I thank 
my mama and my daddy missin’.” 

“What?” he said in shock. 

“Missing? Since when Josephine?!” 

“Claude, I really don’t want to say this because I know you ain’t gon 
like none of it, and just in case you ever get questioned, I don’t want 
you in this at all.” 

“Questioned by who? What’chu saying, Josephine? You talkin’ in 
circles! Last night you told me S. Bonds is dead, and now you tell me yo 
people is missing?” 

“Yeah! Dat’s exactly what I’m sayin. Dat’s why me and Netty got to 
go find them before it’s too late . .. before they get hurt.” 

“BUT GO WHERE, JOSEPHINE? WHERE ARE YOU 
TRYING TO GO?” 

“The Swamps. Dat’s where they were last . . . and we ain’t heard 
from ’em since.” 

“Oh, hell no. Now Jo, I been more than patient, but you ain’t going 
to no damn swamp. Anything could happen to you out there! No, 
Josephine. I can’t even let’chu do it! Come on, sit down, here!” 

“And Jo, I’m sick of you hiding thangs from me. I’m yo husband. 
You got to tell me everything, and I mean it right now!” 

“Claude, I don’t want you involved in this. I don’t want nothin’ 
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happening to you or my baby. When I almost lost him at Netty party, 
it was too much for me. I can’t ever go through that again!” 

“It’s my mama and my daddy, Claude, so I want you to just stay out 
of it.” 

Claude smacked his teeth. “Where Annette at, Jo?” 

Josephine looked towards the front-door. 

“Dat’s her outside?” he said, hearing the running of a rusted engine. 

Claude stormed outside, barefooted, and saw Annette in the 
driver’s seat of his car. 

Annette’s eyes froze on his face. 

“Fuck. He caught us!” she cursed. 

Claude opened the driver’s side door and plucked the keys out of 
the ignition. 

“Come on, Netty, we got to talk.” 

Annette breathed deep. 

“Awrite Claude, I guess we do.” She rolled her eyes upward and 
walked back inside the trailer with him. 

Claude sat down on the couch. “I want to know it all. Tell me 
what’s goin’ on, y’all.” Annette looked at Josephine and rolled her eyes 
again. 

She shook her head “no” at her sister. 

“Come on, Netty, let’s just tell him,” Josephine said. 

Annette dropped onto the couch, and Josephine told her husband 
everything from beginning to end, starting with the night S. Bonds 
died. 
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Armand’s mother, Mae Veal, paced around her home for hours until 
the day left her and the nighttime stepped in. Since the moment the 
Doucette’s had dragged her only son out of their home, she had not 
eaten, bathed, or slept. 

She had passed through a variety of emotions, and though she 
hadn’t had a cigarette in months, she lit one. She looked at the phone 
and considered calling the police every passing hour. 

“Tm giving them one more hour!” she spoke aloud. 
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“If my baby don’t walk through that door, I’m calling the police,” 
she said, looking at her four sisters. 

“T thank you should just call now, Mae,” Mary, the oldest sister 
commented. 

“No, I don’t thank dat’s smart, Mary. Thank about who got him! 
Kenny, he the one cut up Raymond from Algiers and went to jail. He 
tried to kill dat man, sure as I’m sitting here. The only reason 
Raymond got away is cause Kenny ain’t have no shoes on,” Millie, the 
youngest, said. 

“T agree with Millie. If the police come after Kenny, he might just 
hurt himself and Armand. Oh, I’d be devastated,” her middle sister 
Mamie said and clutched at her heart. 

“Mae, what did he do? What did this boy do to them people gal?” 
Maude whined. 

“Tm just gon’ call, Mae. I can’t take this waiting.” Mary left the 
couch and went to the phone. 

Mae did not stop her. 

“Hello, yes. I’'d like to report a crime. Somebody kidnapped my 
nephew.” 

“Yes, kidnapped. They took him right out of my sister’s house. My 
nephew’s name is Armand Veal. He’s tall, 6’5” at least. Got real soft, 
curly, sugar water hair. Yeah, he’s negro,” Mary described Armand. 

“Last time his maw seen him was yesterday morning,” she added. 

“Do she know who it is, you said?” Mary repeated aloud. She 
dropped the phone to her chest and looked to Mae. 

“Tell them, Mae. You can’t trust them folks to bring him back. We 
need help!” Mary pressed. 

Mae took the phone from Mary’s hands. 

“Hello. I’m his mother,” she said. The officer on the other end 
repeated his question. 

“I thank it was these people who live on the Westbank dat took 
him. They last name is Doucette. I heard they live on Beauregard and 
Sabine. I don’t know how true it is, but my sister said they stay right by 
the woods underneath the train tracks.” 
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“When I’m gon’ get to call my kids?” Aldora asked, sitting on the bed 
next to Sedora. 

“Soon,” Vandivier answered. 

“Uh, uh, I can’t wait no longer. We got to call our kids to let’em 
know we awrite.” 

“Grean don’t thank dat’s a good idea yet, ma’am. What you gon’ 
say? We alive, but we in another world? How dat’s gon sound to them?” 
Vandivier answered. 

“Listen, muthafucka, you let us worry ‘bout how shit sound. Y’all 
don’t run us. We'll walk right out here and tell y’all to kiss our natural 
black asses!” Kenny butted in. 

“Yeah, there ain’t no way around this, man. We got to call our other 
churn. I know my Netty. She'll come looking for us for sure. By herself, 
if she got to. I can’t risk her running into trouble because y’all trying to 
protect this place,” Joe said. 

“Awww rite, awrite ...c’mon, I’ll try to see if we can talk to them, 
but this stays between us.” Vandivier gestured for them to follow him 
out of the room. 

Joe looked at Sedora, who had fallen back asleep and lay covered 
under the sheets. 

Vandivier saw the look of concern on Joe’s face at the suggestion 
that they leave Sedora in the room alone. 

“Just let her sleep. We'll be right back.” 

“Lee, you stay with her,” Kenny commanded. They all walked into 
the hallway that led out of the room before Leola could agree. 

Leola sat in the bedroom's corner nearest to the balcony and 
watched Sedora’s bundled up body slumber. 

She stared at S. Bonds for minutes and eventually an entire hour. 
She waited so long that she thought she saw her nails growing. 

Leola walked to the small round marble table full of untouched 
breakfast foods on the other side of the room. She took three purple 
grapes and popped them into her mouth and scooped some cold eggs 
onto the buttered wheat toast to make a little sandwich. 

Ooo, this food here is too good, even cold its ro!in’! She thought. 

Leola ate most of the food from the plate. 

SWOOSH! She felt the air of breath on her neck and stopped 
chewing. 


233 


THE KINGDOM ON THE BAYOU 


She whipped her head around and saw S. Bonds standing right 
behind her, with her hair drooping over her face. 

“I got to use the bathroom,” S. Bonds whispered through clenched 
teeth. 

“Oh, oh, okay, baby. It’s over there.” Leola pointed and backed into 
the table. 

Oh my Goodness, Leola thought in fear. Sedora slowly walked away. 

“S. Bonds, do you need help . . . using it?” Leola shouted in her 
direction but secretly hoped Sedora would say “no.” 

Leola was afraid of her. 

Sedora did not answer Leola, but instead walked through the small 
hallway of the suite to a door that opened into a large white and grey 
bathroom. 

With her hands trembling, she parted her hair and reached towards 
ared towel hanging off a golden sink. She had to pace herself and navi- 
gate the feeling of raw power rushing through her body. 

She inched her hand closer to the towel, trying to hold the power 
in her hand by a leash, but her arm snatched the towel and suffocated 
it with the intensity of an ancient Boa, one much stronger than 
anything that existed in the lifetime of humans. 

S. Bonds raised her eyes to the mirror. Though she looked the 
same, her heart sank to her stomach as she tried to call the feeling of 
her old self to the forefront of her mind, but the former her would not 
answer. She ransacked her head for memories of herself and found all of 
them she’d ever had, except for a small few. She even discovered 
memories of things she’d forgotten, like the smell of her mother after 
she was born and her days in the womb. But the only memories she 
could not find was that of her hours amongst the dead. 

S. Bonds touched the mirror. 

Though she’d only been dead for two days, the brief time felt like 
centuries. She shut her eyes and walked back into the hiding place 
inside her mind. 

She found it. It was the vault of comfort in her head that she’d built 
up brick by brick for many years. 

But it felt raided. 

“What am I?” she asked her protective space. 

Her mind did not answer her. 
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“WHAT...AM... 1?” she shouted aloud. 
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“How long we got to wait? I’m getting anxious as ever just standing 
around in here,” Aldora said and looked around the dungeon in the 
fifth chamber of the Palace. She stood over a barely simmering, stone 
black cauldron that was cemented to the floor with Joe, Kenny, and 
Vandivier beside her. 

The water in the cauldron was slumbering, cold, and only a strand 
of weak smoke puffed over the liquid, appearing like the mist that 
hovers above a lake beneath a bright moon. 

“Yeah, I know yall anxious. But we got to wait until somebody in 
dat house put something on the damn stove dat we can use to make 
the call,” Vandivier said. 

“What they got to cook exactly for the magic to get going?” Joe 
asked. 

“Well, I only know of a few meals that usually work. Folks in the 
bayou don’t use this kind of cooking magic anymore, cause it’s old- 
fashioned. But in the old days, makin’ a pot of gumbo would get you 
talking to anybody of your choosin’, long as they had a pot cooking 
too.” 

“Ain’t dat something! So the pot is like a phone?” Aldora asked. 

“Sho is. Cept’ you can see faces in the pot too.” 

“What time you thank it is over in they world?” Kenny interrupted. 

Vandivier looked to the burned golden glass ball watch on his hand 
that held no numbers. 

“Quarter to one, I reckon.” 

“Mama Stella should be home from Bible study soon. She gon’ have 
some gumbo or something on that stove fa’sho. We just got to wait,” 
Joe said. 

Several minutes later, the black cauldron liquid slowly trans- 
formed into a brown shade, and the smell of fried sausage, turkey 
ham, a few diced onions, bell peppers, and celery rose from the 
cauldron. 

“Dat’s red beans. Not gumbo,” Kenny said as he smelled one of 
Mama Stella’s most famous meals from the cauldron. Mama Stella 


235 


THE KINGDOM ON THE BAYOU 


threw the mixture into her pot, along with seasoned salt, and the pot 
consumed the southern brew and simmered to a boil. 

“Ooo yeah. It smells so good too,” Vandivier said. 

The cauldron boiled more vigorously, and eventually all the black 
liquid turned into a pot of red beans. 

“Awrite, it’s ready na’. Step up and speak soft. Don’t yell, you might 
scare her.” 

Aldora stepped up to the cauldron and saw her mother’s seasoned 
hand, full of love wrinkles, stirring her pot with a brown wooden 
spoon. She could see the bottom of her mother’s face. 

Aldora stared at her. 

Mama Stella was tossing scallions into her pot with a frown. She 
wore an oversized gray dress with white flowers on it. The dress 
reached down to her ankles. 

“Yeah, see them churn Dora got, they don’t never come to church. 
And they wonder why they living is hard. I’m gon’ fix ‘em today. 
Get’em on the phone, Michael,” Grandma Stella fussed. 

“And Dora ain’t never called me or said a word ‘bout the fact dat 
she and Joe wasn’t coming to see Pastor today. I had to tell a story 
‘bout them being under the weather!” 

“Hmmph, they wrong for that gam-maw, making you look bad! 
They think they ain’t got to tell you nothing,” Michael said. 

Michael was sixteen years old. He lived with Grandma Stella and 
was the grandchild she was closest to. He was much like a best friend 
to her. 

“Hmmph!” She stirred and wrinkled her face more. “Michael, pick up 
that phone and call yo uncle Joe and see where they at.” 

Michael went into the living room and leaned into the couch. He 
picked up the phone and pretended to spend the dial to call the 
Doucettes’ home. He rolled his eyes and waited five seconds, then 
bounced off the couch, walked back into the kitchen, and sat down at 
the table. 

“They ain’t even answer Gam-maw. They prolly ignoring you,” he 
said. 

“Mama,” Aldora spoke softly. 

Grandma Stella immediately stopped stirring her pot. 

“Mama,” Aldora called again. 
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“Michael, c’mere right quick and listen to this pot. Did you hear 
something?” Grandma Stella shooed him over to her. 

“Mama don’t be scared, but it’s me,” Aldora spoke a little louder. 

“AH!” Grandma Stella screeched. 

The screams were so loud they blew through the cauldron and 
filled the chamber of Madina’s Palace. 

Aldora then heard a scuffle on the other end of the cauldron. 

“Mama, it’s me, Dora! Calm down.” 

“Oh my God, maw-maw. It’s a ghost!” Michael screamed. 

“Ahhh!” Grandma Stella yelled and ran behind her long kitchen 
table. She threw her stirring spoon at the pot. It bounced and landed 
on the other side of the stove. 

“Mama! It ain’t no devil! Calm down. It’s me. I’m in New Orleans, 
but I’m trapped in . . . another place, and I need to talk to you. We 
need your help, Mama. You need to keep the gals at yo house.” 

“You ain’t my daughter. You a spirit from hell!” Grandma Stella 
yelled with her back turned to the table. She then got up and scurried 
out of the front door with Michael behind her. 

As soon as Grandma Stella and Michael ran outside, they saw a 
light brown station wagon pulling into her dirt driveway. 

She lived on a tightly packed street on the East side of New 
Orleans with just one narrow driveway for her tiny brown house. 

“It’s Big Claude, brother!” Michael yelled. 

“Oh,” Mama Stella ran and held her chest as her heart strained 
itself. 

“Maw-Maw, what’s wrong withchu? Why y’all running?” Annette 
stuck her head out of the window of the wagon. 

“They got a ghost in Maw-Maw house claiming to be y’all mama!” 
Michael yelled at her with an attitude and held his chest too. 

“WHAT?” Josephine yelled breathlessly as chills filled her body. “A 
ghost?” 

“Yeah! Go see! It was a voice, saying it was Auntie Dora.” 

“No. You lying!” Annette shook her head. Her body felt heavy 
when she heard Michaels words, but she ran into the house and looked 
around for her mother. 

“Mama!” Annette called out. 

“Netty!” she heard her mother respond. 
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“Ma! Where are you?” Annette asked and looked around her grand- 
mother’s home. The house was so small, she only had to take two steps 
to get from the front door to the kitchen and three more steps to make 
it to the tiny dining room. 

“Don’t do all that carrying on, Netty, but ’m in the damn pot,” 
Aldora said. 

Big Claude then walked inside the house next, with Josephine 
behind him. His brother had driven them over to Grandma Stella’s, 
and the brother kept Baby Claude outside with him while they tried to 
calm Michael and Grandma Stella. 

“Oh, my Gawd, Mama!” Josephine screamed. 

“What in God’s name? HOW YOU GOT IN GRANDMAW 
POT?” 

“Hurry, Aldora. We ain’t got a lot of time. Just tell them, yall okay,” 
they heard someone’s voice rushing their mother. 

“Who is that, Ma?” 

“Oh Lawd, Jo, ya mama, a ghost?” Big Claude said. 

“T ain't no ghost!” Aldora’s face frowned in the boiling pot of red 
beans. “Just be quiet and listen, shit! I ain’t got much time. I need to 
warn y all. Something happened, but everybody is okay Everything 
is all right.” 

“Don’t lie to them, Dora. Everything far from all right,” Joe whis- 
pered, but they heard him loud and clear. 

“Daddy? Is dat you? Daddy, are you okay?” Annette asked. 

“He just fine, Netty. Now listen to me: yall got to watch out for 
each other until we come back. Stay at y’all maw-maw house. Don’t go 
anywhere alone, and if you do, bring a gun everywhere y’all go. I'll 
explain everything when I see y’all again. We love y’all with everything 
in us.” 

“But when mama? When we gon’ see y’all again?” Josephine 
asked. 

“Oh, you ain’t got to worry about dat. Come hell or high water, we 
getting back to y'all. We just got to get some thangs straightened out with 
S. Bonds first, then we'll be there. Let me check and see when Ican 
come right quick. Hold on,” Aldora said. 

“When can we go back to the other world, Vandivier?” Aldora 
asked. 
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“Other world?” Big Claude whispered and looked at Josephine, 
puzzled. 

“T don’t know. I don’t know! I just don’t know, and I can’t say!” 
Vandivier confessed. 

Aldora turned back to the cauldron. “Look, give us till next Sunday. 
We'll be back there.” 

Vandivier shook his head and widened his eyes at Aldora’s decree. 

“Don’t tell them dat!” Vandivier yelled. 

“Josephine, plan a meeting and invite everybody,” Aldora talked 
over him. 

“Tell your favorite cousin that we gon’ have it at her house, and 
we'll explain everything when we make it back.” 

“Who you talkin’ about, Mama? Cousin Cee--” 

“No! don’t say it, Jo. Someone might be listening. You know who.” 

“And what about S. Bonds, Mama? What happened with Madina 
and... Rex?” Annette asked. 

“Madinais...” 

“No! You sayin’ too much, Dora.” Vandivier yelled over her voice. 

“Yeah Dora, don’t say allat! Ain’t nobody ever told you less is best?” 
Kenny said. 

Vandivier looked at Kenny with surprise that they finally agreed on 
something. 

“Yes, the less they know, the more protected they will be. Trust me, 
I know what I’m talkin’ about,” Vandivier scolded her. 

“Right, you gon’ give them devils something they can use against 
us,” Kenny said. 

“What devils?” Big Claude asked to the pot. 

“We got to go. Love y'all. Claude, take care of my girls,” Joe said. 

“You know, I will.” Claude nodded his head over the pot. 

“We'll see everybody Sunday.” 

Vandivier waved his hand over the cauldron, and the liquid 
returned to the shade of a darkened lake under a cold moonlight. 

“Shit, Dora, you said too much! I bet they know y’all gon’ try to get 
back to the city come next Sunday. We got to prepare, or they gon’ try 
to kill all of y’all,” Vandivier said. 
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Chapter. Eighteen 


S edora’s recovery bed was drenched with love. Her mother 

and father could hardly bear to leave her side without the 
fear that she would float into the ceiling, or fade into the wall, never to 
be seen or heard from again. If she was not real, if they were dreaming, 
she had to be the most beautiful fantasy they'd ever seen. 

They looked at her with thankful gazes, and every move she made 
fueled them. Witnessing Sedora’s body supplied with fresh life inflated 
their tortured hearts, but they still felt no calm or ease. To them, 
Sedora could be stolen away at any moment. So, they rushed around 
the palace and all around the suite, fulfilling her every need before she 
ever required it. 

They crowded an off-white nightstand next to her head with lemon 
water and foods she never touched, rarely leaving her unattended. Such 
care would have meant the world to Sedora days ago, but now it had 
little effect. Their affections didn’t warm her heart, as she wanted only 
one thing from them, the answer to a question that she did not know. 

“What happen to me?” Sedora asked on Thursday morning, 
minutes after her eyes opened. It was after nine, and Joe sat in the 
chair across from her, protecting her with his vigilant eyes. Behind 
Joe’s head was the suite balcony, which couldn’t hold back the rhythms 
of the Bayou nor the ravishing Kingdom that surrounded her recovery 
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suite. Its beauty peeked through lavender sheer curtains, begging 
Sedora to gaze at it, but she did not take in any of its ecstasies or give 
it any of her attention. 

“I told you, S. Bonds, you died baby, dat’s what happen. This witch 
woman named Madina, she hurt you real bad, and you passed. But we 
got you back now. You safe baby. We got you back,” Joe told her softly. 

Atear fell from S. Bonds’ face. 

“What happen to me?” she asked again, searching for an answer 
beyond her father’s ability to give. 

Sedora already knew how she died. 

Visions of the day would not stop skipping around in her head. 
Instead, she needed them to tell her where her soul was. . . what had 
happened to it. She was looking for her, the girl who died on her moth- 
er’s bathroom floor. 

After having spent years learning what it felt like to be left behind, 
Sedora had understood instantly that the girl who came into the world 
eighteen years ago was missing. Though her body may have been 
recharged, she knew her flesh was housing an imposter, someone she did 
not know or trust. She felt energy and power coursing through her body 
and heard the laughter, screams, and despair of thousands of voices 
in her head. 

Sedora looked down at the neatly spread royal duvet that topped 
her recovery bed. 

She saw swarms of thin red veins flowing from her mother’s body 
as Aldora laid beside her on the bed. The red veins climbed over the 
sheets to shield Sedoras’ body like armor and felt like a soft but large 
hand on her skin. And since these love lines were invisible to humans 
as well as most magical creatures, her family could not witness how 
their hearts surrendered to the world’s newest and youngest witch. But 
Sedora saw the flow of energy as clearly as a flashlight in the darkness; 
among the many abilities she now abruptly possessed, this one made her 
terrified of herself. 

She closed her eyes and decided to wait for her first self to walk 
back into her body. The wait became long and laborious, and still the 
old S. Bonds did not show. Sedora looked under every bed, door, and 
closet in her mind but did not find her old self anywhere. 

Though her search was unsuccessful, Sedora realized that her death 
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had unearthed every piece of the love she had for herself, a love that 
had been buried deep until now. She hadn’t known she needed herself at 
all until she was forced to love from a distance who she used to be. 
Doing so was like listening to an overture of her accumulated pain as it 
played in her new heart. This heart was an organ she barely recognized, 
as it needed more magic than blood to survive. 

Sedora’s emotions clung to memories of the years she’d spent being 
human. She recalled that she was tall, at least five foot eight. Her body 
was slim, and her long, kinky hair, which mimicked a mane, was often 
noticed before her face. She always smelled soft like vanilla and had 
the tiniest goosebumps on her skin, even when she was hot. 

Her soul had been sweetened with cocoa and rosemary. She was 
also a mama’s girl—the only one of her mother’s four children who 
could bruise without being whipped. So, she had spent her days surren- 
dering in the face of all the wars that life ushered at her. She was eigh- 
teen years old and had died before her time. And though the girl she 
knew was fragile, she belonged to Sedora. 

God, I know this is my body, but what am I, Jesus? What am I? Please .. . I 
don't understand, she thought. 

“God, please take me. I don’t want to be . . . this,” she whispered, as 
a slight tear rolled down her cheek. She wanted to ask God to take her 
back, but she knew the place she came from was not kin to heaven. 

She closed her eyes again and waited for her death. She wished 
harder and harder until her mind, which was without a captain and had 
no intention of dying, shoved her into an afternoon rest. 
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“Good-evening!” A gigantic woman walked into the massive suite into 
which Sedora had settled. Aldora heard the greeting from the hallway 
before she saw the woman. 

“Oh, Lawd!” Aldora shouted and scooted towards the headboard 
while holding Sedora’s sleeping head in her lap. 

The woman was around twelve feet in height and carried a shapely, 
slender frame. She was also carrying a silver tray full of miniature craw- 
fish pies and deviled eggs that were seasoned so completely and deli- 
ciously they looked dirty. 
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“Oh, I’m sorry—ain’t no need to run from me. I’m the physician 
for the Palace. My name is Dr. Dubois. I didn’t get to meet you the 
other night. I think you and Grean were completing the last part of 
the curse, so I only met your beautiful daughter, Sedora.” 

“T ordered y'all some snacks from the kitchen on the way up here 
too. Figured y’all might be a little hungry.” The woman smiled profes- 
sionally to calm Aldora’s startled expression. 

She went to a sky blue, gold-encrusted round marble table with 
three chairs and gently placed the platter of food on its surface. 

“Thank ya,” Aldora said, quick and suspicious. 

“So, Grean tol’ me you might need a potion for . .. the pain?” Dr. 
Dubois said. 

“Uh... yeah. I’m guessing so. She said she’d send me something, 
but I ain’t in no pain yet, though. I feel the same,” Aldora revealed 
honestly. 

“Ah, okay. Well, that sho’ is great to hear. Lemme’ see your arms,” 
the doctor said. 

Aldora stretched out her arms over the bed. 

Dr. Dubois came close to Aldora and looked down at Sedora. 

“She looks strong!” the doctor commented. 

“Hmm-hm, my baby doing good,” Aldora said. 

Dr. Dubois turned Aldora’s outstretched arm to the left and 
noticed that her veins were darkening and expanding under her skin. 

“You got pressure?” 

“Yeah, real bad. Came after I had my first, Josephine.” 

“Yeah, I can see dat. Get up and turn around for me.” 

Aldora eased out of bed and turned around. 

“I’m just gon’ take a look at’cha back right quick,” the doctor 
announced. 

Aldora turned towards the wall. Dr. Dubois raised Aldora’s shirt 
and gasped. 

She quickly dropped the shirt from her hands and backed away. 

“What?” Aldora asked and spun her head to the side. 

“I...um...I’msorry. I just remembered I had another appoint- 
ment right around this time today,” Dr. Dubois lied. 

Dr. Dubois had eyes that could gaze beneath several layers of skin. 
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Carved on Aldora’s spine, the doctor had uncovered a black tattoo of 
an anchor with a venomous red snake twisted around it. 

“Oh, I thought you was scared of all the fat on my back,” Aldora 
joked. 

The doctor delicately pressed her hand on her chest to calm her 
heart and politely chuckled with Aldora. 

“Okay. You're all done.” She patted Aldora’s back. “I’m gon create 
you some potions for your pressure, and . . . the pain for the... um, 
the curse.” 

“Potions?” Aldora asked. 

“Yes. We don’t use human medicine in the Kingdom. Them pills 
just about effective as taking a piece of candy. We use potions. Your 
pressure would be gone in days if it wasn’t for the curse.” “Oh.” Aldora 
grimaced. Dr. Dubois then gave her farewells and dismissed herself 
from the suite. 

“How bad is it?” Grean asked once the doctor returned from the 
room. 

“Yeah, how long we got, Doc? Days, weeks, months?” Vandivier 
asked. 

Dr. Dubois hesitated to answer before her mouth revealed the 
truth. She rocked her head sadly and shook it rather low. 

‘Tm sorry, yall, but not long at all.” 
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The next day, Sedora woke up well after breakfast, around noon, five 
hours before the sun would fall again. 

She slipped one foot from under the covers. 

SWIPE! 

Her vigilant mother snatched the thick bedspread off of her body 
completely. 

“C’mon, we getting up today. Ain’t no more lying around up in 
hea’,” Sedora heard Aldora mumble in her ear. 

She felt a hard kiss on her cheek. 

Sedora moaned in objection and glanced around the room. She and 
her mother were alone. 
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Aldora pulled at Sedora’s arms and hauled her from the bed, 
leading her into the bathroom to ready her for the rest of the day. 

“Okay, put your arms up,” Aldora said when they were in the 
bathroom. 

Sedora raised her arms, and Aldora slipped off the sick gown 
Sedora was wearing. 

“How many years I’m gon’ keep having to dress you gal? Actin’ like 
you can’t take yo own clothes off. You been acting like a baby for as 
long as you been black,” Aldora joked, knowing she had been helping 
Sedora in and out of her clothes since she was a baby. Aldora then 
turned on the faucet of a deep crowfoot tub and let it run. 

The tub had solid gold legs with purple painted iris flowers hanging 
like necklaces. Aldora sat at the edge of the deep tub and turned the 
water off after it was half full. She put her finger in the water and 
tested it. It was just right, not too hot and not too cold. She grabbed 
Sedora’s hand and helped her to step in the tub. Sedora slipped her 
naked body into the water and closed her eyes. Stepping behind the 
tub, Aldora unraveled the braids in Sedora’s hair and combed her 
fingers through it, promising aloud to wash and detangle it all later. 

Sedora bathed for thirty minutes. When finished, she stepped out 
of the tub, dried off, and put on a long, olive green dress that touched 
her ankles. 

Aldora had directed the palace staff to search for the most modest 
clothes they could find in the Bayou. 

“Ma, I’m hungry,” Sedora said, lightly caressing her flat stomach. 

“I knew you had to be. You ain’t ate in a few days!” Aldora said. 

“Let’s go see what they got downstairs, it's just about time for lunch 
now.” Aldora grinned. 

She grabbed Sedora’s hand and led her out of the Iris suite for the 
first time since the night they had revived her. 

Sedora slipped her hand from her mother’s and stopped walking 
the moment she stepped out of the Iris suite. The Iris suite was posi- 
tioned on the Palace’s southeastern corridor, where most of the 
immaculately kept and untouched guest rooms were. 

“Mama!” Sedora said and twisted her body into a full circle as the 
Plais d’Orléans formally introduced itself to her. She fell back onto the 
wall with a spell of dizziness clouding her head. 
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Sedora backed into the wall next to the Iris suite and stared at her 
mother in disbelief. 

“Ma...ma...ma, what... where is we!?” Sedora asked. 

“Just breathe, baby.” Aldora hurried to her side. 

“What is this place, ma?” Sedora asked from the hallway. 

The hall was lined with black and white sculptures between large 
windows that provided enchanting views of the palace grounds. 

Sedora suddenly ran to the window nearest her. She gazed at an 
obstructed view of the Kingdom and gasped. 

“A garden,” she said, catching sight of a small garden full of black, 
pink, and red roses. In the middle of the garden was a glass tea room 
with velvet red French chairs, gold settings, and two small marble 
tables. 

“Mama, can you see any of this?” She pointed at a garden, her eyes 
wide with amazement. 

“Yes, baby, it’s real. I saw a decorator bringing a lot of this stuff in 
here over the past few days, so most of it is brand new, I reckon,” 
Aldora said reassuringly. 

“THIS PLACE IS OUT OF SIGHT, MA!” 

The palace was so beautiful it made Sedora question her sanity. In 
the best of fantasies that she’d designed for herself, none ever included 
meeting a stunner like the Plais d’Orléans. She hardly wanted to step 
on the floors because they were so clean and perfectly laid. 

“They call this place, the Palace of Orleans,” Aldora said. 

“Palace?” Sedora asked excitedly. 

“MAMA, WHAT WE DOING IN A PALACE?” she shouted 
with a smile, the first she had since her revival. 

“Ma, are we in a real palace? One where kings and queens live?” 

“Well, baby...” Aldora retook Sedora’s hand and walked with her. 

“And when we got here? Where Netty and Josephine, Mama? Did 
they see the palace yet?” Sedora asked the string of questions before 
her mother could answer the first. 

“No, they ain’t here. Dat’s enough with all the questions, baby. I 
don’t want you to get yourself worked up, and you take sick again,” 
Aldora insisted. 

“Okay.” Sedora submitted but kept her eyes floating around her. 

As they continued to walk through the palace, each footstep they 
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took seemed to steal Sedora’s breath from her lungs. She gawked at the 
high ceilings and enamoring fleur-de-lis crown molding above her head 
that bordered the expansive artistic paintings. She passed by more 
than a hundred ancient artifacts taken from around the world, and 
admired the towering French doors with gold trim that fronted the 
side rooms. 

“Ma! OH MY GOODNESS! Look at those stairs . . . It’s all glass!” 
They passed by a spiral staircase made of pure crystals with wine- 
purple carpeting. 

“Girl, come on, we'll be looking at stuff all day playing around with 
you,” Aldora said with a smile she couldn’t hide. Though Aldora knew 
the things in Madina’s Palace were beyond amazing, she was only 
ecstatic to see Sedora slowly returning to her old self. 

They reached the dining room, where lunch was being served, and 
Sedora was greeted with cheers. 

Her dad instantly went to her side. “Look at my baby!” He kissed 
her forehead. 

“You look so beautiful, gal! Can’t nothin’ hold my baby down! Look 
at her, Kenny, she strong!” 

“Thank you, Daddy.” Sedora smiled. 

“What got’cha up? What changed?” Joe asked. 

“IT made her behind get out dat bed. That’s what changed,” Aldora 
said and smirked proudly. “She said she hungry too, Joe.” 

“Dat’s so good, my dawlin’. We got plenty food. Ohhhhh, you don’t 
know how proud I’m is of you,” Joe said endearingly. 

Sedora blushed and shrunk at the attention. 

“Daddy, you .. . you saw this place?” Sedora changed the subject 
and looked down at her fingers with a shy smile. 

“Oh yeah, yall she in love with this palace too,” Aldora yelled. 

“WHAT?” Leola said. 

“Oh yeah Lee, we barely made it down here. She was pointing at 
everything she saw, damn near,” Aldora said. 

“Yeah, I was. I feel like a princess here, Daddy.” 

“Well damn, Joe, if my Gawd chile’ feel like a princess up in here, 
she must have felt like a bum living in that rag-shack on Sabine,” 
Kenny said. 

The room erupted with laughter. 
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“Oh hush, Kenny!” Leola swatted him with her hand. 

‘Tm so glad to hear you feelin’ better, baby. Ya mama said she was 
gon’ make you come out that room today, so we planned a little lunch 
for you. We was waiting for you so they could bring the food out.” 

“I’m gon’ go in the kitchen and tell Ms. Shirley she here now,” 
Leola said. She rose from the table, touching Sedora’s arm as she 
passed her. She went through a revolving door that led to the kitchen. 

Five minutes later, three kitchen chefs came out of the doors 
carrying brown sacks full of freshly boiled crawfish. Shirley, the head 
kitchen chef, walked over to Sedora and pushed a sack full of crawfish 
across the table to her. 

“Here, chile, eat.” 

Aldora looked confused and shook her head. 

“Oh, no, mam! Yall don’t have nothing softer for her to eat like 
some mashed potatoes or some peas? I don’t think she strong enough 
to peel no crawfish yet,” Aldora said. 

“With all due respect, if she is who they say she is, she plenty 
strong,” Shirley said. 

“Dat ain’t what I asked you,” Aldora said. 

Sedora placed her hand on her mother’s leg. 

“Ma, it’s okay. I... I can eat them.” 

“See,” Shirley said. 

“And anyway, she needs to eat like this. These crawfish gon’ make 
her feel a lot better. These ain’t none of dem sick crawfish from the 
city. These were raised from our mud. 

Sedora looked at her mother. She inhaled the smell of ageless Cajun 
and Creole spices as they twirled in and out of her nostrils. Her 
stomach shook, and her mouth salivated like a lion that hadn’t fed in 
weeks. 

She took her hands from her lap, reached into the hot sack, and 
steam covered the back of her hand like a sheet. She grabbed a single 
crawfish from the top of the 10-pound pile that was boiled just 
for her. 

“Oh, she got a big one! She ‘bout to bounce back for sure. Dat’s the 
daddy right there!” Shirley said, referring to the oversized crawfish. 

The crawfish was bright red, with huge, meaty claws and a long, 
thick tail. 
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Sedora held the crawfish between her thumb and index finger 
before quickly ripping the crawfish tail from the head. 

Hot, seasoned juices trickled down her hand. She placed her 
tongue against the rolling liquid, not wanting to miss a drop. 

HMMMMMM\M, she moaned at the flavor. 

Sedora pressed the inside of the juicy crawfish head to her lips. 

SLURP, she sucked until all the seasonings shot to the back of her 
mouth, and the crawfish was drained. 

Eh-hem! She cleared her throat and pulled the meat from the tail 
with her teeth and tongue. 

“GOT-DAMN, who boiled these? They some good ain’t they!” 
Kenny said while sucking the brains from the head of a crawfish even 
bigger than the one Sedora had just pulled from her bag. 

“Hmmmph!” Sedora hummed in agreement. 

Aldora looked at Sedora and beamed. Thank you, Lawd! She talking 
again! Aldora thought as she slowly peeled a medium-sized crawfish 
from her sac. 

“Yeah, these the best I ever had,” Leola said. 

Lavelle, Emery’s servant, then walked into the dining area carrying 
a silver pot half his height and full of sides for their crawfish. 

“For true? They the best y’all ever had? Y’all like em that much? I 
made em!” Lavelle said. 

“Yeah. They really is good,” Joe answered. 

“Well wait till yall try these corn and potatoes, I got turkey necks 
too. Hol’ up, let me go get em.” Lavelle walked back into the kitchen 
and brought out pots full of steaming turkey necks. 

He also put a small sack of corn and potatoes next to the crawfish. 
“Oh, and nice to meet y’all. ’m Lavelle.” 

Lavelle looked down beside him and stared at Sedora. 

“Oh, Lawd...” his hands started to shake. 

“It’s you! You dat gal I saw in the pot!” 

“WHAT IN THE WORLD IS YOU DOING... HERE?!” 

“I... I don’t know,” Sedora stuttered, leaning away from Lavelle. 

“WHY WOULD YOU COME HERE, DON’T YOU KNOW—” 

“Know what?” Grean shouted, stepping in the room at a seamless 
moment. 

She had Vandivier and five Tramps behind her. 
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“Oh, nothing, Ms. Grean.” 

I'm just gone tend to my bid’ness, Lavelle said to himself and scurried 
back to the kitchen. 

“Now, what the fuck is he talkin’ bout?” Kenny quickly responded. 

“Something you already know, but Sedora don’t really need to hear 
right now,” Grean said. Sedora looked around the table and waited for 
someone to defend her right to know what dangers were about to spill 
from Lavelle’s tongue, but no one said a thing. 

“Hey, everybody. Sorry I been gone all mawnin’ taking care of 
things around the bayou. But good news, it finally rained most all 
night. So that boy should be dead by now,” Grean said. 

“Oh, he screamed every night . . .” Vandivier said. 

“Help! Help!” he mimicked sarcastically. 

“As he should! He talkin’ bout he ain’t had nothin’ to do wit it. I 
told that boy I was gon’ blow his head clean off! He shoulda known 
better fucking with my la’gawd child’. Must ain’t heard ‘bout me at all!” 
Kenny said. 

Sedora continued to eat her crawfish as the hair on her body lifted. 

Who are they talking about?! she thought. 

“We shoulda killed him and the witch at the same damn time. 
That’s the only thing I ain’t too much care for about y’all plan. He 
wants to lay with a witch; he dies with the bitch. . . not after the 
bitch!” Kenny insisted. 

“Aye, Kenny! Stop all dat cussin’,” Joe scolded. 

Sedora broke the claw of a crawfish, swirled the small craw meat 
into her mouth, and sucked the juice from the emptied claw. 

“Paw-ran. who yall talkin’ bout?” she shakily asked Kenny. 

“That damn boy. The one who came round the house with the 
witch woman.” 

“REX!?” Sedora screamed aloud, her eyes widening until they hurt. 
“HE DEAD?” she asked and glanced around the table. 

“Why? Why y’all do that!” she shouted. “He ain’t do nothin’!” 

“S. Bonds, calm down.” Aldora touched Sedora’s hand. Sedora 
shook her head, and tears floated to her eyes. 

Grean walked to the head of the table and stared at Sedora with an 
emotionless expression. 

“Don’t cry behind him. He wasn’t a good person,” Grean said. 
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“How you know dat?” Sedora asked through her tears. 

Joe got up from his seat and hovered over Sedora’s shoulders. He 
rubbed her back and frowned. 

“VANDIVIER, WHERE THE HELL Y'ALL BROUGHT THE 
DAMN BOY AT?” Joe asked. 

“We strung his ass up over in the muddy graveyard.” 

Sedora pushed her sack of crawfish away from her. She put her 
head down on the table and sobbed loudly. 

“Oh, uh, uh. Y’all ain’t bout to be upsettin’ my baby like dis. She 
was having a good day!” Aldora said and hugged Sedora. 

“Why are you crying, baby? You ain’t even know him, right?” Leola 
asked from across the table. 

“It’s all my fault! He had to die cause of me. He ain’t even do noth- 
ing. He didn’t know. . . she was like that.” 

“Dat’s not true,” Grean said and shook her head. 

“IT IS TRUE! ISAW THE WHOLE THING IN MY HEAD!” 

“S. Bonds, I know’s you feel bad, but dat boy was giving us trouble 
when we tried to get you back to life. He was trying to protect the 
witch, not you, baby,” Kenny said. 

“No, yall don’t get it! I remember his eyes from that night,” 
insisted Sedora. 

“They were honest. He ain’t know she was a witch. He couldn’t see 
what she was doing to me. He couldn't,” she mourned. 

“GREAN, WHERE IS HE AT?” Aldora demanded, standing up 
from the table. 

Grean cut her eyes at Aldora and paused. 

“Why?” Grean finally answered. 

“Where he at? She needs some closure,” Aldora said. “Whether he 
dead or alive, you need to find out for sure, or she ain’t gon’ get over 
this! And I don’t need my baby taking sick again.” 

Grean glanced at Vandivier. 

“He dead. Dat’s where he at. Somewhere in between gator teeth for 
all I know,” Grean said. 

Sedora slammed her fist on the table, shaking it with the strength 
of two hundred men. It cracked in the center. Her hair levitated above 
the table, and yellow surges of power swirled around her fist. 
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“WHY DID YOU DO DAT TO HIM?” she shouted with anger, and 
a hardened, twisted voice tore from her throat. 

Aldora gasped, and Grean stepped back from the table. 

“S. Bonds!” Aldora gasped in shock at the collapsing table. All the 
crawfish and sides fell towards the crack like water in a sinking ship. 

“He loved a demon, so he had to die. And if it wasn’t for him, you 
would have never died in the first place,” Grean said calmly. 

“I’m sorry. But there’s nothing I can do about that.” Grean turned 
to walk out of the dining room, and suddenly the door shut in front of 
Grean and glued itself to the wall, preventing her from walking out of 
the dining hall. 

Vandivier pressed his hand to the door, but it had transformed into 
a solid wall. 

Grean twisted her head, and her eyes were bloodshot red. She 
fumed and stared at Sedora, who had her head tilted towards her lap. 

“No...No...No...” Sedora repeatedly said with her fist shak- 
ing. She placed her hands on her head, which burned like a furnace. 

“S. Bonds?” Her mother called out to her and tried to pull her 
hands from her face. 

Sedora heard her mother’s voice drifting to the back of her mind, 
and her eyes slowly found the target for its anger. She set her eyes on 
Grean, and for a moment, Sedora could only see the two of them in 
the room. It was like love at first sight, except there was no love to be 
had, and Sedora had a nagging voice in her head that commanded her to 
stand up and choke Grean to death. 

“S. Bonds, I said, calm down, gal!” Aldora said in a panic. She did 
not want Sedora to regress after the progress she had made. 

“Grean, can yall just go see if he’s alive? Please, she needs this,” Joe 
urged Grean. 

Grean exhaled deeply, and her bloodshot eyes slowly turned normal 
again. 

“Yes.” Grean nodded her head while her lip trembled with anger. 

Sedora saw the nod and instantly converted the wall back into a 
door. 

“Let’s go,” said Grean in a bone-chilling tone to Vandivier. 

She walked out with her henchmen in tow. 
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Aldora rubbed Sedora’s shoulders. “She’s going to go check. Just 
stay calm.” 

“She better check,” the volatile imposter in Sedora murmured. Her 
parents could not hear what she said, but Vandivier’s sensitive ears 
heard her words as he followed behind Grean. 

These words he knew were a threat. 
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O nly the biggest gators could stand the currents of the muddy 
graveyard. The graveyard was tucked away in a narrow 
waterway north of the river, where the riptides were high, crazed, and 
vicious enough to be seen from the sky. In the graveyard, water fought 
against itself as if it was a divided nation at war. Waves thrashed and 
slammed into the land around it daily, breaking the ground to pieces 
and swallowing it whole. 

The gators who frequented the graveyard were hundreds of years 
old and had to be expert judges of the current to swim here; otherwise, 
they’d die if caught in the wrong current. But the food in the graveyard 
was the easiest to catch and attracted the seasoned beasts. All the 
gators had to do was pull those sentenced to death from the wooden 
posts placed deep in the river. 

“Webber, make this boat go faster so we can get this over with!” 
Vandivier yelled at his soldier. Vandivier, Grean, and his Tramp Webber 
cut through the waters of the killing grounds on “The Gulf’s Maiden,” 

a medium-sized white speedboat that was more capable than it looked. 
Webber accelerated the boat throttle, and its vessel hopped over 
the water, zooming across waves that angrily tried to topple and sink it 
to the depths below. 
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“Vandivier, it ain’t gon’ matter! This water is too high. He got to be 
dead by now,” Grean yelled. 

“IT know, but I want to make sure, so this gal don’t go back into her 
shell. If she took three days to make this lil bit of progress, then we in 
bad shape, Grean. Even if we got to lie, we have to tell her something 
good,” Vandivier said. 

“No, I know he dead. It rained a little every day, so the water is just 
high enough so the gators can get to him, and I’m glad about it. She'll 
get over it,” Grean said. 

“T don’t know about dat, Grean. I got a feeling dat gal ain’t gone be 
too happy if we don’t come back with something. Don’t you feel dat 
something about dat gal ain’t cook all the way through while we was 
waking her up? She a little—aggressive, ain’t she?” Vandivier said. 

“No, she ain’t aggressive at all. She seems like a sweet girl.” 

“What’chu mean? She broke the fucking table, Grean!” 

“Oh, I know, but dat part ain’t her.” 

Vandivier set his eyes on Grean’s and squinted with a look of 
perplexity. 

“Hold on, what you mean?” he asked. 

“THERE HE IS!” Webber screamed and pointed at one of twelve 
wooden poles spread over the center of the swamp water. Armand’s 
body was slumped over on a tall wooden pole, his feet dangling just 
above the water. 

They sped closer to the pole, and Vandivier noticed gators were 
lurking below Armand’s feet. 

“Why didn’t they kill him!” Webber said. 

“Grean?” Vandivier asked in shock. 

Grean’s chest enlarged, and she gasped. Vandivier followed Grean’s 
eyes and saw that she was not looking at Armand, but into the woods 
across the river behind him. 

Grean stumbled and almost fell back onto the floor of the boat as 
she gazed to the forrest. 

She saw a shadow tucked behind the trees in the woods, watching 
them. 

“CUT HIM DOWN, HURRY! IT AIN’T SAFE!” 
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Zafir twisted the dial of his black glass ball watch to beckon his most 
loyal spies from inside the Kingdom. 

But no one answered from the other side. 

“Fuck, no one is answering! What do we know?” Zafir yelled. 

He paced around his oldest sister Carmella’s living room while 
keeping his eyes on the walkway in front of her white St. Charles 
Mansion, which was lit by a single green lantern. 

Saphira blew air from her mouth and threw her hands up angrily. 
“We know nothing, Zafir! No more than you!” 

“We know that she’s dead!” Thiago said. 

“I can’t even feel her anymore, she’s so cold,” Saphira said sadly. 

“I don’t understand how this happened,” Navarra said. 

“Did she—do it to herself?” Thiago asked. 

Carmella smacked her lips on her teeth and rolled her eyes. “No, 
she would never! Do you know that heifer at all?” Carmella taunted 
him. 

“Yeah, she didn’t kill herself. Madina is too greedy to give up all the 
money, jewels, power, and praise. She could never part with such a life,” 
Zafir observed. 

“That’s not why she’d never do it!” Carmella corrected. “She’s given 
up too much to let it all go. Someone killed her in that Kingdom.” 

“I agree, and where is Baron?” asked Navarra. “It’s been days. He 
should have made it back here by now.” 

“I don’t know, Navarra!” Zafir shouted. 

“I hope he hurries. . . . I feel that someone is coming,” Navarra 
said, scratching at her arms. 

“Coming where?” 

“Here.” 

“Someone from Hell?” 

“Yes.” Navarra shook her head assuredly. 

Zafir’s stomach sank, and he dug his claws into the palm of his 
hand. 

“Are you sure, Navarra? Because if they are coming here, they 
already know she’s dead!” 

“Look, don’t panic, Zafir. We just have to tell them—” 

“Tell them what? They'll kill us all before we can even get the 
excuse out, Saphira!” 
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“Oh shit! We got to tell them something! You mean to tell me we 
don’t know nothin’!?” Thiago protested. He had no desire to go back to 
the burning pits of hell they’d pulled him from. 

“Everything is . . . quiet. The portals are closed. A barrier is up, and 
no one has answered any of our calls.” 

“Have you tried the Alchemist?” 

“Several times. Nothing.” 

“That means they all have to be dead. We would have heard from 
them by now. I was a soldier once. This is a coup d’état!” Navarra said. 

“But by who?” 

“IT don’t know.” 

“Wait! Be quiet!” Navarra hissed. 

She swiveled her head outside as she felt an evil woman walking 
down the street. She heard her heels clicking on the sidewalk and the 

sound of cars passing the house. “Someone is outside.” She announced. 
“Baron?” Carmella looked outside and saw a woman walking 
through her yard. 

“No,” Navarra said in a petrified tone. 

“The Countess.” 

Carmella quickly closed the curtain and leaned up against the 
window in her living room. 

KNOCK... KNOCK 

Carmella walked to the front door and opened it. She saw a white 
woman standing in tall black heels and an oversized trench coat, but 
the woman had red pupils and stared only at the eyes. 

Carmella stepped aside and allowed the woman to walk into her 
home. 

The woman walked in and slammed the door with her mind. She 
then set her red eyes on all five of them. 

She stared at Navarra the longest, and tears fell from Navarra’s 
eyes. Navarra scratched at her skin and allowed the tears to pool in her 
mouth. 

Carmella cleared her throat and remained composed. 

“Countess! What a surprise! I am delighted to meet you. Did we 
leave something at the coronation?” Carmella asked with a smile and a 
confused expression. 

“That’s not the Countess,” Navarra said aloud. 
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Carmella swiveled her head towards Navarra. 

Then the woman in heels split her mouth in half. A giant black 
widow spider crawled out of her head and left the vessel standing life- 
less that had carried it into the room. The spider dropped to the floor, 
and black smoke rose from its body, which transformed into a black- 
haired woman with fanged teeth, four arms, and four legs. 

“Countess!!” Navarra squealed. 

“Yes, it is me!” the countess whispered wickedly at Navarra. 

KNOCK... KNOCK 

Carmella’s front door spoke again. 

Carmella ran to open it and saw an old friend, Emile, the 
messenger demon. 

Seeing him outside of ceremonies was never delightful news. 

“Carmella, how are you, love?” Emile grabbed her pale white hands. 

“The Countess is already here? Oh, this is not good, Carmella.” He 
peaked around Carmella and saw the Countess breathing heavily in 
Carmella’s living room. He then went to Carmella’s couch and sat. He 
pulled a black pipe from his suit jacket pocket and lit it. 

“Okay, tell me why I’m here. And before you began, I know there is 
all sorts of ruin here. I can smell it, but let’s see if you know.” 

“T don’t know why either one of you is here.” Carmella gestured to 
Emile and the Countess. 

“No? Iam here .. . and the countess is here. Baron is not, and 
Madina is not either . . . but nothing is wrong? I hate to ask, but they 
have commanded me to. Where is she?” Emile asked. 

“She’s dea—“ Saphira started to say. 

“Not feeling well! Her boiler is broken, and her powers have left 
her feeling depleted,” Carmella interjected loudly over Saphira’s 
voice. 

Emile looked to Saphira then to Carmella and knew immediately 
that they were not on the same page. 

“Well, I have something for her that I think would make her feel 
renewed.” 

Emile reached into his suit pocket and pulled out a small black box 
made from solid black rock. The rock was snapped into a square and 
cut in half. 

Emile positioned the box in front of their eyes and opened it. 
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Inside was a black ring with red lines shooting across its face like 
broken stars. 

“A ring for her hand. From the devil himself.” 

No, Carmella’s heart dropped. 

“Is this truly what he wants?” she asked. 

“Yes, he wants her, and he wants her soon. He won’t wait. So, I’d 
relay that message to your sister, or I'll be returning with a much less 
pleasant one. Let’s all stay amongst the living, shall we? Nice seeing 
you, Carmella,” Emile said as he left the house. 

The Countess stared at each of them again, but her eyes rested on 
Navarra, who was still silently crying. 

“You think you have Emile fooled, but I know Madina is dead. I 
felt her die. Bring it to an end, or I will bring all of you to yours.” 

The countess then scurried up the legs of her vessel and re-entered 
the dead woman’s mouth. The split in the woman’s mouth was 
mended, she turned and walked back out of the house. 

After the Countess left, Navarra heaved all the poisonous toxins 
from her stomach out onto Carmella’s floor. 
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“Mama, are you mad with me?” Sedora asked while her mother lightly 
combed through her damp hair. 

Aldora hesitated before she answered. She didn’t realize it, but 
since Sedora’s violent episode at lunch, Aldora had been in deep 
contemplation. 

“Mad ‘bout what?” 

“Dat I... broke the table,” Sedora whispered and played with her 
fingers. 

“Oh, no!” Aldora said. 

“Cause, cause I didn’t mean to do it. It just happened, Ma. I just 
was so upset, and I couldn’t stop myself.” 

Aldora combed out one side of Sedora’s hair and braided it. 

“Don’t worry about dat, baby. Ya daddy said they already fixed the 
table.” 

“Okay.” 
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“But do you think dat lady mad with me?” Sedora asked in a 
whisper. 

“Huh?” 

“The lady. The one dat was standing by the door,” she said, even 
lower. 

“Ms. Grean?! No, she not mad with you! She here to help you.” 

“Okay,” Sedora said and breathed deeply. She hated confrontation, 
and the thought of someone being upset with her was like a germ in 
her mind. 

“But you was wrong for stopping dat lady from leavin the room. 
Dat was ugly, S. Bonds, and I taught you better than dat.” 

“Mama, I saw myself doing dat. I heard myself thinking ‘bout real 
scary things, and I just couldn’t do anything about it. I don’t like that I 
did dat neither.” 

“You got to control ya self. Look at all these people done did for us. 
You can’t treat people who do good to you like dat.” 

“But Mama, I couldn’t stop it from happening.” 

“Uh, uh! I don’t want to hear it, S. Bonds. You gonna go apologize 
to her tomorrow, and don’t let this happen again.” 

“I know we ain’t talked much about it, but you ain’t the same as you 
was before. When you came back to life, I knew we gave you some 
strange powers. But the way I see it, them powers is devilish, and I 
don’t want to see you using any of dat. Cause my baby ain’t no devil, so 
I suggest you leave all of dat stuff alone and be grateful you alive again.” 

“Okay, Ma. I'll try my best to ignore it, I guess,” Sedora said 
sweetly, even though her very bones strengthened by the second, and 
the witch magic rained inside of her like the storms on Jupiter. 

While Sedora finished getting her hair braided, she closed her eyes 
and placed the key into the door that housed her mind. 

I have to get these powers out of me, she desperately thought and 
looked around inside her mind. 

But her new mind was not the place she had built or knew; it was 
larger. Her entire head was just as much an abandoned ghost town as it 
was her hometown or a new and vibrant city. The new state in her head 
was full of wonders, but she did not travel into her thoughts to get to 
know the extra components there. 
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No, she reluctantly crept towards the outskirts of herself, where she 
thought to find the newest delegate of her person. 

A being of power and anger would love to live where no other parts 
of Sedora would be able to merge with it. 

She went hunting. And she adorably practiced what she would say 
to the new representative of her that her mother already hated, and 
that she intensely distrusted. 

“Never let dat happen again. You upset my mama!” she wanted to 
scream at her new powers. She wanted to order them to never become 
so angry again, because that was not who she was. 

And even when she heard her inner voice scream, her body flinched 
because she hated the command’s sound. The S. Bonds she knew did 
not handle confrontation that way. She was a born sufferer and would 
bear it all without a word before choosing to go to war. 

She had to tell the intruder it—not her—had to change its ways. 
She looked for the imposter in every abandoned building in her mind. 
Just before she gave up the search, she found a new dwelling, a grand 
red manor, that she knew she had not built. 

Outside the Manor stood a woman. The Manor woman, who 
sensed her owner was in town, stood on the roof of the home, waiting 
on her challenger. 

Sedora gasped lightly when she found her. The woman astounded 
Sedora, as she had her same face, weight, height, and was her double in 
every way. 

The doppelganger, however, had loads of multi-colored electricity 
dripping from her palms and looked Sedora dead in the eyes with an 
expression full of lethal hellfire. 
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Armand’s mother, Mae, stormed into the Parish police station with her 
spirits all but broken. 

She yelled to no one in particular, “Days ago, I made a report about 
my son being missing, and I ain’t got no updates or nothing. I called 
and called, and none of y’all down here can tell me nothing! I need 
somebody to help me find my child. I feel like ’m losing my mind!” 
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Mae struggled to maintain her composure, but tears welled up in her 
eyes. 

Her two sisters stood behind her, each rubbing one of her 
shoulders. 

“Ma’am, calm down. If you’d follow me into my office. I can help 
you.” A white man dressed in uniform approached her. “My name is 
detective Douglas. What’s going on, ma’am.” 

“These people came to my house and took my son last Saturday, 
and I haven’t seen him since,” Mae answered. 

“What people, ma’am?” 

“We already told yall all this!” Mae’s sister Mary said. 

“When?” 

“We made a report days ago,” Mae answered. 

“Okay, hold on a moment. Let me go try to find the files.” The 
officer left the room. 

Moments later, he popped his head back into the office. “What’d 
you say your son’s name was?” 

“Armand Veal.” 

“Sorry, ma’am. We don’t have a report for an Armand. I'll take a 
new one.” 

“But how? The officers said they’d get right on it.” 

“Maybe it was lost,” the officer explained. 

“Uh-huh, a missing black man ain’t no priority to y’all,” Mamie, 
Mae’s other sister, responded with a flash of anger. 

“Dat’s what it is! Let one of them lil white gals go missing round 
here, I bet that report would get a nice follow-up.” 

The police officer cut his eyes at Mamie. 

“Sir, she don’t mean no disrespect, it’s just dat . . . ’m worried 
about this man dat took him. He’s crazy. He’d kill my baby for sure. 
His name now is Kenny, but I heard before he got in some real big 
trouble he used to go by Leon . .. Hudson.” 

“What?” the cop said. 

“Leon Hudson? Are you sure that’s his name?” 

“Yeah. We sure.” 

The cop immediately called over three more officers from his unit, 
and together they listened carefully to the story of Armand’s kidnapping. 
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“It can’t be the same Leon, can it?” whispered one of the cops toa 
veteran officer beside him named Sorrento. 
“Tm damn sure gon’ find out,” Detective Sorrento replied. 


ob 


The hospital in the Bayou was not a gathering place for the wealthy. If 
you had to come there, it meant that there wasn’t anything in the 
shops of the Queen’s quarters or any herbs in the market that you 
could boil to gain a couple more centuries of life. 

The hospital was a place for sick ghouls and ghosts to try to find 
some fleeting comfort before the fuel in their souls finally ran out. 

“What she wants us to do with him?” Armand heard a woman whis- 
pering over him. His eyes were swollen shut, but he could still hear out 
of one ear. 

“Grean saw something out in the woods that spooked her, and now 
she’s saying she needs him alive. So, I guess you can just get him 
healthy, try to save him. She said she needs to talk with him.” 

“I don’t understand why them gators ain’t snatch his ass off dat 
pole. They eat everything else,” Vandivier said. 

“Dat sho ain’t like them,” the nurse agreed. “Maybe since he was 
Madina’s man, they don’t want to hurt him.” 

“Dat could be it,” Vandivier answered. “But I got a feeling this got a 
lot to do with whatever Grean saw in them damn woods.” 

The nurse forced Armand’s mouth open and poured a sparkly pink 
liquid down his throat. 

She held his nose and waited until his swollen throat swallowed the 
sharp liquid. 

“Come back and check on’em. Tomorrow he'll be fit for question- 
ing,” she said nonchalantly. 


ob 


“Grean, if you don’t stop looking down in this cauldron and talk to me. 
... What did you see in the woods?” 

Grean stood over her cauldron in silence. She’d not moved from 
the spot for hours. 
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She stared into the cold black liquid with a pained expression. “I 
looked,” she finally responded. 

“T looked all over the Kingdom for him. I thought he had escaped 
with the rest of them. I thought he was gone—honestly,” Grean said. 

“He’s here. I know it. I just can’t see him!” 

“Who Grean? Who was it?” 

“It was him. I saw him,” she repeated and shook her hands. She 
looked at Vandivier, “It was the Alchemist. He’s alive, and he’s in the 
Kingdom!” 

Vandivier backed away from the cauldron and then hurried out of 
Grean’s house. He looked to the watch on his hand and dialed the 
palace. 

“Yeah, General?” a Tramp answered on the first ring. 

Vandivier placed his mouth to the watch, “DON’T LET ANYONE 
IN OR OUT OF THE PALACE. FIND THE DOUCETTES AND 
PUT THEM IN THE IRIS SUITE. GUARD THE DOE TILL IGET 
THERE. THE ALCHEMIST AIN’T ESCAPE—HE STILL IN THE 
KINGDOM!” 
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(74 
I *m leaving for the night, Mr. Jay. Lawd, I’m so tired, ’m 
weak! You know I been here since five in the mawnin’, huh?” 
Nurse Eula said. 

“Eula, please! Don’t leave us,” one of the sickly ghosts in the 
hospital moaned. 

The noisy moan shook Armand out of his sleep. Raising one eye, 
he noticed green ceilings above his head. 

Who is dat? Where the he! am I? he thought. He lifted his arms a few 
inches off his bed and saw brown bandages all over him. Armand 
glanced across the room and spotted a three-foot-tall woman walking 
down an aisle full of white cots. 

The woman was nurse Eula, and she had spent hours plastering 
powerful sap from the swamp’s oldest oak trees on the gashes in 
Armand’s legs, chest, and back. Powered by healing serotonin chemi- 
cals, the sap seeped into Armand like milk on the tongue. 

After drenching his wounds, the nurse had swathed him up like a 
mummy—covering everything on his body except for his eyes and 
mouth. 

Armand looked around the hospital. 

The infirmary was spacious, filled with several rows of small twin- 
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sized cots in neat arrangements, and the entire place was styled like a 
World War II infirmary ward. 

“Okay! See you tomorrow, honey,” Mr. Jay answered Eula. 

“And don’t you ever say that you weak, baby. My maw used to tell 
me, “Son, if ya weak, ya beat!” Armand heard a man answer Nurse Eula. 

“You right, Mr. Jay. I’m just always so doggone tired.” 

“Oh, I know it, sistah, you work so hard for everybody, but make 
sho’ you get you some good rest tonight, ya hear? I’m just about to 
clean up around these beds. Then I’m gon’ hit them bathrooms and 
head on out too,” Mr. Jay said. 

“Eula, do you really got ta leave us?” A vampire with a small grey 
bush on her head leaned off her cot with begging eyes. 

“I got to Zenada. Don’t yall thank I need sleep? Try to get some 
rest, It’s a quarter to one. I’ll be back in five hours,” she answered the 
vampire, patting the woman’s wrinkled hand. 

Every time Eula left her post for the day, she always produced a 
slew of whimpers from her patients. They were ghosts, vampires, and 
other terrors of the night who in their prime had been sources of fear 
for others but who now, in their old age, were themselves victims of 
fear—fear of the unknown that lay before them. Eula kept these 
wounded souls comfortable with a pink concoction that was made to 
remove all physical pain. She often paired the brew with the herbs 
from the magical forests that kept all brands and classes of souls alive. 

“You right, Mr. Jay. Awright, see you in the mawnin’. And please, 
get’cha behind home safe and sound. Everybody saying the Queen is dead 
and that big-time force field around us supodda protect us. But if it’s one 
thing I know fasho’, Queen ain’t letting none of us go that easy. She'll be 
back.” Eula left the room without waiting for a response from Mr. Jay. 

God forbid, Mr. Jay scoffed and shook the thought out of his head. 

Mr. Jay was the hospital’s janitor and the very best around. 

He was a pecan-colored man with a round belly that he had grown 
upon his arrival to the Bayou many years ago. 

He was around 6’0” and steadily knocked inches off his height as 
the years passed. 

As usual, Mr. Jay rolled his mop bucket up next to him like a best 
friend and scanned the room for filth. The hospital had just one story 
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and was always dimly lit at night, as the only source of lighting came 
from miniature lanterns next to each patient’s sickbed. The lamps levi- 
tated above the floor and bounced lightly like a ball. 

Mr. Jay always came close to a mess to see how dirty it truly was. 

And over the years, he learned to never trust the judgment of a 
distant eye. 

“Hey, love, did you know? You make me want to give you my all. . 
.” Mr. Jay sang. 

He was notorious for composing songs in his head and performing 
them for the patients during his shifts. Since he worked late hours, he 
often sang to keep himself awake. And he sure loved a love song. The 
way he whistled and sung a tune made his patients think heaven was 
missing an angel. His voice was light and crisp, he spoke clearly, and he 
could easily sing high notes that would have earned him fame and 
fortune in another lifetime. 

Mr. Jay mopped around the beds and kept his head away from the 
patients. 

Some of them moaned out in pain, or spit up enchanted but sickly 
mucus onto themselves and the floorings. But he made their 
surroundings neat and picked up everything that didn’t belong on the 
floor. 

After thinking he had cleaned all fifteen beds, Mr. Jay noticed he’d 
missed one. He brought his bucket and his mop towards the back of 
the room and continued to sing his song. There was a puddle of blood 
on the floor near the bed of a severely bound man. 

Mr. Jay mopped the blood, and just as he turned away, the 
bandaged man grabbed him by the arm. 

“Oh!” Mr. Jay jumped and pulled away. He tried his hardest to get 
the man to let go. 

“Hey man, Turn me loose!” he insisted. With his heart beating 50 
miles per second, Mr. Jay snatched his hand away and fell against his 
mop bucket, spilling all the dirtied water onto the clean floor. 

Mr. Jay got up and stood over the man in the bed, his eyes rapidly 
searching the man’s bandages. 

“The hell’s wrong with you, man!” he said. Then he winced. 

“Yo, eyes...” Mr. Jay said, as flashbacks of his wife’s infamous gaze 
came to his memory. 
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“Mae?” he whispered. Eyes wide, Mr. Jay bent over the patient for a 
closer look. 

“SON?!” he screamed in horror. 

The other patients listened to the scene, some whispering. 

“What’s going on?” Zenada, the vampire, asked her bed neighbor. 

Mr. Jay began unwrapping the bandages from the man’s head. 

“Oh, no Lawd Jesus!” he shouted while tears streamed from his 
face. “HOW DID YOU GET HERE? SON, WHAT THE HELL 
ARE YOU DOING HERE?” Mr. Jay screamed at him. 

Armand looked up at his dad in silence as a tear rolled out of his 
swollen eye. 

DAD! IT’S ME! he screamed inside himself and tried to use his 
unhealed voice chords. 

“Son, you can’t stay here,” Mr. Jay said urgently. 

“I’m gettin’ you out of here.” He yanked the white bed sheet from 
Armand’s body. 
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Grean walked into the Iris suite and found everyone waiting on her. 

“The boy is alive,” she announced. 

“What? How?” Kenny asked in disbelief. 

“We don’t know how he made it. It’s a mystery,” Vandivier 
answered. 

“What y’all gonna do with him?” Joe asked. 

“I thank he should die for what he’s done. But I know Sedora 
thanks otherwise,” Grean said and looked at Sedora with a disap- 
pointed stare. 

Sedora cleared her throat. “Ma’am, I’m sorry for what I did earlier 
today when we was all eating. I didn’t mean it.” 

“It’s okay, baby. We all make mistakes. But tell me why you want 
him alive so bad?” Grean asked. 

“I know he ain’t do anything bad to me, and I don’t want him to be 
hurt for something he didn’t do,” Sedora responded. 

“Yeah, I thought about it too, and I thank his death should be S. 
Bonds’ choice. If she says she can’t take having dat on her conscience, 
then we can just let it be,” Joe said. 
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“So y’all thank we should just let the boy go?” Vandivier asked. 

Sedora nodded her head vigorously. 

“Girl, you so sweet, but dat ain’t gon’ work for us,” Grean said. 

“Innocent or not, dat boy has seen too damn much. We can’t let 
him go back to the other dimension. The souls of everybody else in the 
kingdom depend on our dimension being kept a secret. He could lead 
them right to us.” 

“No. I don’t thank .. .” S. Bonds shook her head. 

“Shh, be quiet,” Her mother hushed her gently and patted Sedora’s 
hands. 

“Grean, I know there got to be a third option,” Aldora said. 

“How ‘bout yall go talk to him and try to see if he would keep the 
secret? Just give him a chance. See how he’s thanking. Not for his own 
sake, but for S. Bonds’.” 

Grean sighed. 

“Tl go see him tomorrow morning. Maybe I'll have to curse his 
head so he'll forget this place, but I’m not sure I trust it'll work 
forever. I’m sorry, but there ain’t no solution more permanent than his 
death. So, S. Bonds, you need to prepare yourself for his passing now, 
because if this talk with him tomorrow doesn’t soothe me, he will die 
—and for good this time.” 


ob 


“Dixon, tell me, what can you do for my boy?” Armand’s dad frantically 
asked his best friend, who was a retired surgeon in the Kingdom. 

Mr. Jay had called Dixon and two of his most trusted buddies to 
help him break Armand out of the hospital. They hurried to the infir- 
mary minutes after receiving Mr. Jay’s frantic call. Wasting no time to 
help lift Armand’s heavy body onto a gurney, they rolled him out of the 
sterile clinic faster than a bat out of hell. 

“Jay, I really ain’t got to do much to him. This boy is full of The 
Devils’ Mercury,” Dr. Dixon said. 

Rex listened with his eyes as the old men stood over him. He 
looked to his father with muted worry. 

He could only grunt and moan. 

“THE DEVIL’S MERCURY?” Mr. Jay roared in disbelief. 
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“Oh Lawd, say it ain’t so,” his friend Mr. Harold responded. Mr. 
Harold then walked over to the only window in the room, a small 
rectangular hole, and removed his hat. 

He began praying that the owner of the building wouldn’t find 
them there. 

Having taken the most secretive city routes in order to avoid 
patrolling Tramps and any nosey bayou folk, the men had rolled 
Armand all the way to Dr. Dixon’s old medical office, which was right 
outside of the city, and a ten-minute walk from the Hospital. 

The office was now owned by a famed jaw smith, but Dr. Dixon 
himself showed up from time to time to dream about his glory days. 

“Yeah, his bloodstream is full of it. ’'m sorry, Jay. She must have 
gotten ahold of him too.” 

“WHAT YOU SAYING, DIX? YOU MEAN TO TELL ME SHE 
WENT AFTER MY SON!?” 

“She had to have. . . it’s the same thang happened to you, and all 
the other fellas that she trapped here, ain’t it?” 

“Man, I’m sick to my stomach for you, Jay. Dammit!” Mr. Jay’s 
friend Eugene dropped his head with pity for his best friend. 

“Yall think she knew it was his son? I just can’t imagine this 
happening. I have been hearing you talk about this boy for years, Jay. 
Who would have ever thought he’d be laid up in here with us! This 
ain’t right,” Eugene said. 

“My God. What did I do?” Mr. Jay mourned. His body ached with 
regret, and he could barely stand to look at his only son, who he hadn’t 
seen in years. 

“Wait, brotha, don’t let her win. You got to look at the bright side. 
At least you know he gon’ make a full recovery,” Eugene said. 

“Dat is true,” Dixon agreed. 

“T just got to keep giving him the mercury. But I hope you know, he 
ain’t all the way human no more. I don’t know how long she had him 
up under her, but he ain’t got much human blood left in em. So, 
whoever beat him up like this had a hard time putting him out of his 
misery. I guess that’s why he still breathing.” 

“If he got that much mercury in him, I bet she was getting ready to 
kill him and trap ’em here like she did all the rest of us,” Harold 
surmised. 
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“No, this all my fault!” Mr. Jay wailed. 

“I wasn’t there, so he never seent her coming. It’s because of me! 
Had I left that old evil thang alone, my son wouldn’t be lying here half 
dead. He wouldn’t!” 

He picked up Armand’s hand, which was almost identical to his and 
differed only by Mr. Jay’s wrinkles. He looked into Armand’s eyes and 
apologized to him over and over. 

Though Armand could not speak, his eyes told Mr. Jay all he 
needed to know. 

Dad, what did you do? Mr. Jay knew Armand wanted to ask this 
of him. 

Armand’s stare was a graveyard full of rusted emotions and pent up 
resentment for his dad’s disappearance. His pupils shook from hurt, 
pain, and confusion, and his body teemed with shame. 

“Son, I’m so sorry. I was here . . . all these years. And there ain’t 
been one day where I haven’t thought about you and ya mama. Now, 
look at you, you not my lil boy no mo. You a man. I can’t believe 
Madina came after you. She knew you were my damn son! She watched 
me raise you, then she stole me from you like a thief!” 

Armand listened to his father speak and shook his head. He raised 
it slightly, as it throbbed after hearing Madina’s name. 

No! It’s not true. Denial engulfed his mind. 

“I wonder what she gave him to make him eat the Mercury?” Dr. 
Dixon asked. 

“Son, did she ever make you pies?” Mr. Jay asked Armand. 

Armand held his breath as the truth sank in, and he recalled every 
time Madina had given him one of her famous apple pies that were 
mouth-watering but always made him feel sick afterward. 

Armand motioned his head yes, washing his denial away. He 
couldn’t resist the truth any longer: Madina was the devil that 
everyone had told him she was. 

“Son, I’m so so sorry. This all my fault. She chose you because of 
me. Oh, son, I can’t believe how she did ya! You don’t know how this 
hurtin’ me!” Mr. Jay sobbed. 

“Move, Jay, let me give him this Mercury. Eula ain’t know what he 
needed to heal up,” Dr. Dixon said. He then held a jar over Armand’s 
body and dipped a small spoon into the short jar with French writing 
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on the side. He brought the spoon, now with red and silver liquid on it, 
to Armand’s mouth. Once Armand had swallowed the liquid, Dr. 
Dixon dug the spoon back into the jar and gave him more. 


ny 


“Did Maw-maw come out of her room yet?” Josephine asked. 

Claude shook his head no. 

“She been in there praying with Michael all day long.” He added. 

“Netty com’ere!” Josephine called her sister from one of her grand- 
mother’s three bedrooms. 

“We need to talk to Maw-maw. Tomorrow is Sunday, so she got to 
be prepared.” 

“Josephine, I don’t even know what to tell her. I think she got 
every right to want to keep out of all this. It all sounds crazy, Jo! And 
I’m over here wondering if I’m going crazy myself,” Annette said. 

“Baby, we ain’t got time to be in denial. There have been some 
strange things going on lately, and I don’t know what it all means yet, 
but we got to be there for Mama and Daddy,” Josephine replied. 

“IT know. I know.” 

“So, how you want to go about this?” Josephine asked. 

“Well, she trusts you more, so why don’t you explain why she got to 
come with us tomorrow,” Annette suggested. 

“Awrite, but go make her a plate so she can be in the mood.” 

Josephine fixed a plate of red beans and fish, then went to her 
grandmothers’ door and knocked as Annette followed behind her. The 
sisters walked in and saw their grandmother on her knees, praying, 
with her grandchild, Michael, beside her. 

“Hey, we brought you some food, Mama. We wanted to talk to you 
about the meeting tomorrow.” Josephine said. 

“You mean yall want to talk with her about going to church tomor- 
row?” Michael said. 

“No,” Annette said. 

“Well, we don’t want to talk about anything else. Cause I already 
know where y'all going with this conversation, and Maw-maw don’t 
want to hear none of that mess.” Michael whipped his neck at 
Josephine and rolled his eyes at her. 
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“Oh, no!” Annette gasped and stomped to Grandma Stella’s 
bedside. 

She stood over Michael’s head and put her finger in his face. 

“Michael, baby, I don’t know who you THINK you talkin’ to. But 
you got the right one! First of all, I don’t play with churn. You know 
this ‘bout me. You are a lil boy to Josephine, don’t you ever speak to 
her like dat! And ain’t nobody talkin’ to you no ways! You don’t answer 
for Maw-maw. So you better shut’cha mouth up before I run you out of 
this room with the quickness!” 

“You always in grown folks’ bidness, that’s ya problem!” Annette 
added, hitting Michael with a stare that dared him to speak another 
word. 

Michael gently smacked his lips at Annette and turned back to his 
prayer position. 

But Mama Stella was silent and never moved. 

“Like I was saying, Maw-maw, we need to talk about tomorrow,” 
Josephine continued. 

“It’s important that you come. We need you there too.” 

“We can’t ignore what’s happening to us. To our family. My mama 
being in the pot the other day ain’t even the first strange thing that we 
seen in the past few days by far, and we need answers!” 

“Yeah,” Annette chimed in. 

“Jo saw a ghost the night of my party, we saw some kind of animal 
come out of S. Bonds, got chased by some crazy man with a machete, 
found a horrifying book, and then Mama came through the pot. 
Granny, we got to find out why all this is going on!” 

“So it was real? Dora was really in my beans?” Mama Stella asked. 

“T really think she was. Mama, Daddy, Kenny, and Leola went into 
the woods, and we ain’t seen them since. If my Mama said she'll be 
back here tomorrow, we have to go to her,” Josephine explained. 

“And Granny, the good thing about this is, if you come, we'll all be 
there together when we meet. I invited most of everybody we can trust 
in the family, so if anything goes wrong, we'll all be there to protect 
each other,” Annette said. 

“If we got any hope of Mama and Daddy being alive,” Josephine 
added, “we owe it to them to find out for sure. I know this doesn’t feel 
safe or right, but we ain’t got a lot of options, Mama.” 
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“I pray the Lawd strike me down right now if I’m lying. I AIN’T 
NEVER heard of no foolishness like this before! I don’t know what 
spirits y'all brought into this family, but I rebuke em’ in Jesus’ name!” 
Mama Stella shouted and placed her clasped hands on her forehead. 

“Mama! We ain’t bring no—” Annette started. 

“Oh no, Netty, I been learning this all my life, and this is what I’m 
sticking to; every time I ever felt this kind of confusion, it came from 
Hell.” Mama Stella’s face was tense with conviction. 

“Didn't I tell y’all that the devil comes to steal, kill, and destroy! 
I’m not playin with no spirits, and I suggest y’all don’t either. Ya play 
with the devil, you gon’ get burned!” 


ob 


Many sightseers visited the cemetery in New Orleans on nights when 
the moon was reassuring as a nightlight, and the stories of ghosts were 
just myths that tickled the hairs on necks. But when the cemetery was 
dark, wet with unsettled mud and pounding with sad rain, only Emery 
appeared. 

He walked by headstones and huge mausoleums surrounded by the 
sounds of the city, the highway, and the thundering rain that made it 
harder for the dead to follow him, the same dead who he knew 
normally stalked him. 

Emery went to visit his parents only on these kinds of nights. He 
walked fast through the oldest cemetery in New Orleans and looked 
from side to side, ensuring no one was around. Buried inside the only 
coat Madina had ever given him to own were the two dozen white 
roses he’d picked out for his mother and father. He made his way to 
two of the oldest and smallest headstones in the cemetery. 

The headstones barely peeked out of the dirt and were often so 
little that visitors of the day walked over them. 

“Here lies, Erroll Bernard Sr. and his wife, Audrey,” the tombstones 
recited. 

Emery kneeled down and placed the flowers on his parents’ graves. 
He stayed bent to the ground and pulled the hood of his cloak off his 
head to show them respect, allowing the heavy raindrops to splash 
against his head and sink into his hair. 
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“Mama, Sir, I just came to tell yall that unseen things are 
happening in the Kingdom. I bet y’all ain’t gon’ believe me, but she’s 
gone. Madina is... not our Queen anymore. 

“I helped them, Sir. For you, I helped them get rid of her ... fora 
little while.” 

“But if I can tell the truth, I don’t know what to do with myself 
now that she’s gone. I don’t want her to come back at all, but being her 
servant is all I know. I almost didn’t come tonight because I... I 
didn’t know how to tell y’all. I’m free. But ’'m—” 

Oh-who-who-who! The whiff of a chuckle interrupted him, plainly 
heard through the heavy rain. 

Emery paused and gasped. 

He stood up and swiveled his neck. 

“T love you both,” he whispered. 

Emery kissed two of his fingers and pressed the imprint of his kiss 
onto both of their wet headstones before turning away from them. 

But suddenly, his legs locked, and though he tried to move his feet 
forward, he was stuck in place by an invisible force. 

“What is this?” He looked into the sky and his heart dropped. 
There was Baron hovering over the graveyard. 

Baron! He folowed me! 

Emery inched his arm upwards, trying to get it to call the Kingdom 
and warn them that he’d been found. Yet Baron kept most of his body 
frozen in place. 

“BARON PLEASE... DON’T KILL ME!” Emery begged. 

Baron suddenly thrust Emery’s body four feet deep into the dirt, 
burying him up to his chest. 

Baron then slowly floated close to the ground and with his mind 
began dragging Emery’s body through the grass, headstones, and 
bones, like a trailer behind him. 


ob 


Emery quivered at Carmella’s feet with a din of voices in his head. 
Baron’s dragging him had unloosened the wires of Emery’s mind and 
opened the gates of all his memories, which now ran untethered within 
his head in wild circles, full of screams, laughs, and endless crying. By 
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the time he made it to Carmella’s floor, his mind sounded like an 
asylum. 

Emery lifted his head and opened his eyes. All six deadly sins 
surrounded him. 

“SPEAK!” Saphira swung her foot across Emery’s face, the force of 
the impact popping one of his teeth out of his mouth and onto the 
now bloodied floor. 

Saphira heaved and stared blindly at his chest, hoping he saw the 
anger in her face. 

Zafir pressed his forehead to Emery’s and aligned their eyes. 
“WHERE IS YOUR QUEEN?” Zafir exploded. 

How did I get here? Emery thought as he glanced around Carmel- 
la’s living room. Baron had dropped Emery through the ceiling 
without breaking it, and Emery had landed in the middle of 
Carmella’s rug, right at her feet, where she sat in an oversized throne- 
shaped love seat with two fleur-de-lis paintings behind her head. 

“My Queen is asleep,” Emery whispered. “Asleep? 

What happened to her?” Navarra asked. 

“WHO DID IT?” Saphira said before Emery could answer. She 
snatched his short hair into her hands and pulled his head as far back 
as possible, exposing the skin on his neck so she could easily claw 
through it. 

“She perished! Because she fell for a human ...aman... Rex, 
Emery said and swallowed his own blood from his leaking mouth. 

“Baron, how did you find him?” Carmella asked. 

“He left the kingdom and came to the portal in the cemetery, and I 
was already there. Waiting.” Baron spoke his deeply grim vocal chords 
scaring the air in the room. 

“How did you know he’d come?” 

“IT summoned him. I knew if I made the night cold and disguised 
blood as rain, he’d come to them.” 

“Come to who?” Thiago said. 

“His parents. Madina didn’t know it, but her servant always left the 
kingdom to visit the mother and father she’d taken from him.” 

“If he left the kingdom, then he knows how to get back through 
the force field,” Navarra said and smiled deviously. 


” 
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“Yes. Yes, he must,” Baron agreed. He unstrapped his sword and 
hovered to the floor. 

The heavy weapon sank to the carpet and shone a sinister red. 

“It is now time tell me... everything,” Baron said and placed the 
rapidly warming blade onto Emery’s neck. 
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Ge pissy, peedy asses in dat room and straighten it up right 
na! We only got a few hours before everybody gets here, and 
yall two knuckleheads ain’t bout’ta embarrass me!” Cecile 
aimed her finger in the faces of her twin boys. 

One of Ceciles’ boys, Isaac, whined. 

“But ma, we ain’t even pee last night. Dat’s dat pee from the otha 
night, so it’s all dry na! We wanna go play outside! Everybody going 
around the cornda’ to the candy lady today.” Isaac said this while his 
twin Daniel stood beside him silently, giving support to his partner in 
crime with begging eyes and a pouty smile. 

The boys were eight years old and Cecile’s only children. 

“Leave them damn churn alone, and let em go outside, Cecile! Hell, 
everybody in the family already know you keep a nasty ass house. They 
ain’t gon’ be surprised when they come up in here and smell a lil piss.” 
Cecile’s Fiancé, Eddie, who everyone called Blue, chuckled under his 
breath. 

Cecile’s face turned red with shame. 

She rushed to a pillow that laid crooked on her small brown, flat- 
tened couch crowded with clothes and towels, some clean, and others 
soiled. 
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She snatched the cushioning and cracked it over the top of Blue’s 
head. 

“Aye baby, stop dat! You know I’m just playing.” Blue laughed again 
but then simmered his jokes when he noticed Cecile was not amused. 

“Aw baby, I’m sorry. Let me help ya. What you over here grazin’, the 
dishes? Or you about to go do the laundry?” 

He had bruised her feelings, so Cecile ignored him. She turned the 
faucet on and light brown water spewed out. 

She took a rag, picked up a plate from the sink, and scrubbed the 
dish of any crumbs. 

Blue wrapped his arms around Cecile’s waist and nestled his head 
in her neck. 

“You know, I'll go all the way to Saturn to make you happy, huh?” 
He kissed her earlobe, and his beard tickled her neck. 

Cecile rolled her eyes. 

“Hmmph! Yeah, well, if you can do all that, then you need to help 
me around here. Y’all boys make all this mess and got the nerve to 
think it’s my fault. I’m tired of cleaning up behind y’all, Blue.” 

“I know. We put a lot on you, woman. Go sit down, Mama, I'll take 
care of everything.” Blue lightly tapped her behind and led her to one 
of her four small kitchen chairs. 

Cecile sat down while Blue went into the twin’s room to give them 
cleaning orders. 

Cecile was just beginning to relax when she looked down at the 
table and saw yesterday’s paper. 

The newspaper was face down, but she quickly flipped it over and 
saw the heart-piercing headline: “DISMEMBERED BODIES OF 
MISSING TWIN GIRLS FOUND IN A BAG BY LOCAL 
FISHERMAN.” 

“Oh, no... Blue! Blue! Come look at this paper. My God!” Cecile 
held her mouth and with tears in her eyes read the sad tale of the 
murder of twins Edra and Evette, two of her son’s schoolmates. 
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Vandivier walked through the halls of the palace with the troublesome 
promise he had made to the Doucettes on his mind. 
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With the Alchemist alive, I can’t let them go back right now. Grean’! have 
a fit, he told himself. 

Vandivier walked to the Iris Suite with an unsettling hesitation. He 
sighed and chose to rip the band-aid off clean and fast. 

KNOCK! KNOCK! 

“Come in!” he heard Joe yell through the door. 

Vandivier entered the suite and heard a soft and warm tune in the 
room. He already knew they were waiting for him on the inside. It was 
eleven a.m., and the Doucettes were ready to go back to the mortal 
realm of New Orleans, just like he thought they’d be. 

“Good mawnin’ yall,” Vandivier spoke. 

Sedora and Aldora were sitting on the bed. Leola was out on the 
balcony, and Kenny was holed up in a chair, staring at the wall with an 
impatient expression. 

“Good mawnin’. I hope you don’t mind, Joe found a radio in the 
closet and cut it on,” Aldora said. 

“Oh, dat’s okay!” Vandivier said. 

“You ready to bring us?” Joe asked. 

“Um, dat’s what I wanted to come and talk to y’all about. I hate to 
break it to ya, but it’s not a good time to let y’all go back home. We got 
a lot of things going on dat will make it real unsafe. I mean, just this 
morning I found out the young fella that helped us take down Madina 
is missing. We looked up and down, round and round, and we can’t find him 
anywhere!” 

“Who you talkin’ bout?” Joe asked. 

“Emery! The boy who read the Anchor’s Curse spell the night S. 
Bonds came alive again.” 

“Oh, no!” Aldora exclaimed. “I hope he all right. He seem sweet.” “Us 

too,” Vandivier replied. “We got tramps searching all over the 
Bayou now, but I know something is up. I feel it, cha’*know?” 

“Then we got the Alchemist somewhere lurking around here,” 
Vandivier continued. “We thought he left the Kingdom, but Grean 
sure she saw him the other day when we went to get Rex from the 
Muddy Graveyard. Dat’s why we been having y’all stuck in between the 
two rooms all day. We just want everybody to be safe during this time. 
And true be told, it’s really out my hands to let yall go. It’s up to 
Grean.” Vandivier crossed his arms and paused to survey their faces. 
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“So with dat being said, I thank the best thing for yall to do is to 
stay put ... and wait till we put out some of these fires.” 

Joe listened to Vandivier’s speech and nodded, but his eyes swelled 
with the weight of a secret and sought Aldora’s face. 

Aldora peered back at Joe with a matching expression, showing she 
also knew the secret, which would make all that Vandivier was saying 
quite unimportant. 

Finally, Vandivier shouted, “Okay, why y’all looking at me like that! 
What’s going on?” 

“We talked about our safety a lot last night,” Joe said. “And we 
knew you'd come in here saying something like you just said, so it’s 
something we got to talk to you about too.” 

“Okay, lay it on me,” Vandivier answered, with one curious eyebrow 
raised. 

“Before we start, we want to make it plain that we all agree that 
yall probably mean well when yall offered yall help with keeping us 
safe. But it just ain’t in none of us to rely on folks we don’t even know 
with something so serious. We all got kids, mamas, daddies, aunts, 
uncles, and cousins that we care for, and we got to do what’s best for 
everybody.” 

“And?” Vandivier pressed. 

“So, we came up with an idea about what we think we should do 
about all of this.” 

“Uh huh?” Vandivier raised his eyebrow even higher. 

Joe then plunged into the explicit details of their plan, the specifics 
of which took over fifteen minutes to explain. 

Vandivier listened with wide eyes. 

After Joe finished talking, Vandivier dropped his jaw. He had never 
been more astounded by an idea in his life. 

“T...1...1...don’t even know what to say!” He stuttered as his 
heart broke out in a full sweat. 

“Y’all, Ineed to talk with Grean. I’ll be back!” 

Vandivier rushed out of the room. 
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The only sunday Grandma Stella ever missed church was in the Spring 
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of 1916 when she gave birth to her firstborn, Vera. Mama Stella was 17 
years old then and had recently been traded off by her grandmother to 
a humble farmer’s helper named Robert, who made just enough to feed 
Stella. It was winter when Stella moved with her fiancé into a small 
shotgun shack in the middle of Bayou country, and they fell fast in love 
during the chilled nights. 

She felt blessed to have a husband so loving, kindhearted, and hard- 
working. 

Mama Stella became pregnant within days of leaving her grand- 
mother’s home, but she and Robert had not yet had the chance to 
jump the broom. Stella’s grandmother had always told her that waiting 
for marriage was what God wanted for her, that she could not have sex, 
not even a day before they were betrothed. And when nine months 
later, on a Sunday, she gave birth to Vera, Mama Stella suffered. 

After spending every week of her life with God, missing that 
Sunday to give birth caused Mama Stella’s spirit to never settle with 
Vera’s. 

Indeed, Mama Stella almost died. But Vera came through at 10:16 
a.m., and Mama Stella knew she’d beaten death. Still, minutes after 
Vera was born, Mama Stella looked into Baby Vera’s eyes as her 
husband Robert wiped the screaming child down. 

“You cursed gal! I can see it all in ya eyes. Aw Lawd, my baby is 
cursed!” she wailed for baby Vera. 

Although baby Vera was born many years ago, Vera was Mama Stel- 
la’s Eve, the baby that broke a tradition. 

Through the years Stella always thought every other girl child in 
her lineage would be cursed too. 

This still had not changed. 

“Mama?” Annette grabbed her grandmother's arm as they walked 
out of the church. “You going home and cook?” 

“Yeah, what y’all want? Spaghetti and meat sauce?” Mama Stella 
asked. 

“Maybe. Josephine, what you want Mama to cook?” Annette said. 

“Well, you can pick, Mama. We probably won’t be back till . . . 
later on.” 

Mama Stella furiously shook her head at them. They neared Mama 
Stella’s white rabbit, an 1950 all-white station wagon. 
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“Did yall girls not hear a word Pastor said today?” 

Claude carried resting Baby Claude on his shoulder and opened the 
back seat of the car. He placed his son inside, got into the driver’s side of 
the vehicle, placed the key into the ignition, and started it up. 

“I heard him, Mama, and I agree with everything he said,” Annette 
answered. 

“T just have to go see if my mama will be there. .. we have too. Or 
we'll regret it if we don’t. I know we will.” 

Mama Stella got into the front seat of the car. 

Josephine got in the back with Annette, and Michael squeezed 
between them. 

“Where we going, Jo?” Claude asked while driving out of the 
unmarked parking lot of the church, alongside the other churchgoers. 

“Go to Maw-maw Stella’s house. We gonna drop yall off. We got to 
go get some stuff for tonight.” 

Claude looked at Josephine in the mirror and shook his head. 

He knew his wife planned to leave him home once again. 
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“Grean, wait, you upset! Just calm down before you go in there, 
Grean!” Vandivier yelled at Grean as she stormed into the Iris suite. 

Grean blew the door open with her hand without knocking and 
stomped down the inner hallway to find the Doucettes. 

“I’m hearing yall asking for a lot of things that we ain’t agree on,” 
she said, her eyes resting on Aldora. 

“T reckon we asking for what anybody else would be in our posi- 
tion,” Aldora coolly answered her. 

“Ain’t this not enough?” Grean waved her hands in the air, gesturing 
to the luxurious palace around them. 

“HELL TO THE NO! You really think you served and pampered 
us out of caring ‘bout our family? We can’t be bought, lady, is you seri- 
ous!?” Kenny yelled. 

“Yeah! Yall don’t care if my children get hurt or die, cause it don’t 
change y’all world at all,” Joe argued. 

“Hold up na, dat ain’t necessarily true. You know how many souls 
had to die for dat girl right there? Folks I was friends with for years!” 


283 


THE KINGDOM ON THE BAYOU 


Vandivier pointed at Sedora and thought about how he had killed 
Perry. 

Sedora squirmed like a worm in the dirt and plunged her head to 
her chest. 

Joe stepped in the way of Vandivier’s finger. “Don’t point ya hand at 
my daughter!” he yelled. 

“And negro don’t act like all this was just for my gawd baby. Yall 
know good and got damn well yall got more than yall fair share out 
the deal too. Don’t tell me y’all would have been runnin’ thangs like 
this had we not come here,” Kenny said. 

“Just forget about all dat. What y’all asking for is IMPOSSIBLE. I 
can’t and I ain’t gon’ allow it,” Grean roared. 

“Well, then we just got to go. Get yall stuff,” Aldora instructed. 

Everyone quickly grabbed the little they had come with and started 
walking toward the door to leave the Iris. 

“Wait, wait, wait! Grean, come here.” Vandivier pulled her out of 
the room. 

“This my fault, I shoulda never told them I could take them back,” 
he said. 

“Yeah, Vee! You put dat in they heads, and dat’s all they care about. 
It’s too dangerous, and we can’t afford to lose Aldora. If she dies, then 
you know Madina will be back right after dat. We got to keep her 
here.” 

“Then I hate to say it, but you got to consider what they asking, 
Grean.” 

“NO, Vandivier!” Grean yelled. 

“Consider it or just kill them now and we'll be back at square one! 
Dat’s your options, cause they ain’t gon’ let this go until they go see 
they kin.” 

“Ya know I can’t kill them,” Grean reasoned. “Sedora would never 
trust us!” 

“Then just let them go, Grean,” Vandivier said. 

“I don’t trust it, Vee. My gut is telling me not to entertain this, dat 
it’s too soon.” 

“Mine too. But listen, I got an idea that might just work. What you 
think about us doing it this way.” Vandivier began to explain his idea 
and discreetly led Grean away from the Iris suite. 
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Josephine and Annette frantically walked around Mama Stella’s house 
like two busy bees. It was 6:15, and the sun was almost gone. They had 
changed out of their church clothes and aimed to leave for Cecile’s 
house before seven p.m. 

Mama Stella was over by the stove, waiting to see another face in 
her pot and barely focusing enough to even season her food. She had 
cooked the spaghetti, and her house was warm and smelled like ground 
meat. 

My nerves is so bad, Mama Stella thought as she stirred the red sauce. 

”*Maw-maw, we bout to go,” Annette said and kissed her grand- 
mother on the cheek. 

Mama Stella did not answer Annette. She stared aimlessly into the 
pot as if it were hypnotizing her. 

“Mama?” Annette called again. “Mama! you heard me?” 

“Oh yeah, okay, Netty. Be careful and bring your Bible. Both of 
you!” she said in Josephine’s direction. 

“T got ‘em... they in my pocketbook,” Josephine said and patted 
her purse. 

Suddenly, Claude walked into the kitchen and came up on the 
other side of Mama Stella. 

“And Mama, can you watch Baby Claude for us while we go?” 

“Claude,” Josephine smacked her lips at him. 

“You not coming with us!” She said it seriously. 

“If ’'m not going, you not going. So, we both going or we both stay- 
ing. We married, and I’m not letting you out in no water on yo own. 
We in this together.” 

“But Claude, this could be dangerous. If something happens to me, 
I don’t need it happening to you too. Somebody got to be here to raise 
our baby.” 

“God wouldn’t do dat to us,” Claude surmised. 

“He know my son need me. Now, I’m coming, and dat’s the end of 
dat.” 

“Yes, I'll watch the baby,” Mama Stella finally responded. 

“Go head on. Call me if there’s any trouble. Michael, you ‘bout 
ready to eat?” Mama Stella asked. 
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“Yeah, granny,” Michael answered. 

Josephine, Annette, and Claude said their goodbyes to the room 
and kissed Baby Claude until his cheeks became damp with love. They 
then exited the house and hopped in Joe’s pickup truck to go to 
Cecile’s. 
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Vandivier returned to the Iris suite with an uncertain grin on his face 
and colossal-sized droplets of sweat on his brow. 

“Grean said we'll do it.” 

Oh, my goodness! Ya kidding me . . . they doing it?! Sedora thought in shock. 
It startled her that her family’s demand had gained any traction with 
Grean, who was furious when she left the room hours ago. 

Sedora had listened to her mother, father, uncle, and aunt debate all 
night about what was best for everyone, and they'd come up with a 
plan just before sunrise. 

“It’s time to go, Fox.” Joe softly grabbed Sedora’s hand and guided 
her out of the room. As they left the Iris, nine Tramps were waiting 
outside the room. 

“We heading to The Queen’s Garden,” Vandivier announced, taking 
hurried lead of the group. 

“How we gon’ get back home?” Leola wondered aloud as they 
walked through the palace halls. 

“Before Emery turned up missing, he was secretly working on 
another way to move in and out of the dimensions,” answered 
Vandivier. 

“He toll us he kept sneaking out of the Kingdom to go back to 
the city, and he thought Madina might have been on to him. So, he 
made a couple of . . . alternatives so he could travel back and forth 
without being noticed. One of them is “The Flying Second Line 
Umbrella.” 

“The Flying Second Line Umbrella?” repeated Leola, puzzled. 

“Umm-hmm, the boy went to the Boogalousa Ghost and Blues 
museum and found the most spectacular second line umbrellas in the 
place,” Vandivier explained. 

“He picked one umbrella from each of most of the social clubs in 
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the Kingdom. Then he started bewitching’em, and last time I checked, 
he made ’em fly. Yeah, he sho’ did.” 

“Well, when’s the last time you checked if they could fly, cause dat 
don’t seem too safe a trip to me?” Kenny scoffed. 

“Oh, they safe,” Vandivier replied. 

“That’s why I’m sweaty. I took a trip to the other side to test them 
before I came. The ride a lil bumpy, but this all we got right na. Grean 
said yall could go hours ago. We just had to figure out how we was gon’ 
get y all there safely. I was gon’ let y’all go through the mirrors, but I 
don’t trust it. I’m scared one of y’all may get stuck, or there might be 
somebody waiting in there.” 

Vandivier led them to the upper-level garden, where they walked 
out of the palace underneath the night sky. The Bayou evening looked 
like a contemporary painting, with dark blue and green satin textures 
gently swung across the sky. There was even a yellow-toothed moon 
smiling out at them. 

Vandivier led them to the dead middle of the garden where there 
were red and black roses of abnormal size with sparkly beads rolling all 
down them that they devoured like food. 

Among the roses there was a flat, grainy garden courtyard in the 
shape of a fleur de lis with ten floating second line umbrellas 
surrounding it. The umbrellas moved in a perfect circle like a merry- go- 
round. 

“Wow, look at those umbrellas, Daddy!” Sedora said excitedly and 
pointed. 

“I know, baby, they out of sight!” Joe replied. 

Sedora’s mouth parted, and she walked around the row of 
umbrellas looking at each of their designs. Umbrellas in other lands 
were just used for rainy days, but in New Orleans second line umbrellas 
were designed so a dancer could skip, shake, roll, strut and be carried, 
thrown, and joyously bounced down the streets of New Orleans. 

Umbrellas created for second-lining were animated objects whose 
very designs gave them their own soul and personality. When touched 
by the hand, these umbrellas could knock on the doors of heaven and 
let God know when someone was celebrating a union of love or some 
other grand occasions. 

Each umbrella carried a tale about New Orleans culture, and just 
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like the second line, it had to keep moving even if it had no second 
liner to hold it up. This was why the umbrellas bounced in a circle 
within the royal garden as they did. They were waiting for a party to 
start, waiting to hear the first liner’s sound, the jazz bands. 

The jazz bands led a party through the streets alongside a deco- 
rated grand Marshall. The umbrellas knew their place; they came 
second, so they waited for their moment to break out and could only 
take flight by having a clear destination in mind. 

Emery had made these umbrellas well. 

Sedora didn’t know much about flying, but she couldn’t wait to see 
how the umbrellas soared through the sky. She drew close to the line of 
moving umbrellas and grabbed the shaft of a passionate pink umbrella, 
pulling it out of the line. 

An all-female social club from the 17" ward called the “Pinkbyrds” 
had designed this particular umbrella. As Sedora’s hand closed around 
it, suddenly the umbrella came to life, and images began to move 
across its very fabric like a movie. The movie was knitted with 
portraits of sultry Mardi Gras maidens—pretty flamingo queens who 
waved at her and wore royal Crowns. The umbrella was also lined with 
delightfully soft pink feathers that came from magical swamp 
flamingos and could shoot tiny harmless pink flames from the ends of 
their feathery points. Silver stitching complemented the pink colors. 

Sedora ducked underneath the umbrella, and her head and torso 
were immediately immersed in a beautiful pink glow with fleur-de-lis- 
shaped magic sparkles cascading around her like dissolving fireworks. 

“Dang, this is amazing!” she said in wonder. 

Despite being amazed by the decoration of the umbrella, Sedora 
suddenly let it go for fear it would sweep her into the sky like a loose 
balloon in a tornado. On its own again, the umbrella danced back into its 
place in the courtyard’s steady rotation. 

“TRAMPS!” Vandivier called. 

The Tramps quickly arranged themselves, each in front of an 
umbrella. At Vandivier’s direction, each Tramp then took hold of an 
umbrella, and the umbrellas began sharing their stories through their 
designs, just as the one had done for Sedora. 

“Okay, Kenny and Leola, each of you pick a Tramp and hold on 
tight to the stem of the umbrella. Think about where ya going. You 
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don’t need an address, just imaging the place in your mind, and if 
everything works out right, you'll get there,” Vandivier explained. 

Leola picked the Tramp closest to her. She walked up to him and 
grabbed onto the umbrella. Then she closed her eyes tight and thought 
about Cecile’s house. There was a swooshing noise, and she and the 
Tramp both vanished into thin air. 

“Can me and S. Bonds ride together?” Joe asked. 

Vandivier shook his head and looked at the others. “I want both of 
you, Dora and Sedora, to ride with me. Just to be safe.” 

Joe nodded his head in assent. 

Sedora silently pouted and gave the Pink Byrd umbrella she’d 
already fallen in love with a longing stare, before finally conceding to 
Vandivier’s directive. 

Vandivier led them to a large money-green umbrella with sparkly 
gold tassels. Underneath the umbrella, a bright golden light gently 
dropped dollar-sign-shaped magic twinkles onto the travelers’ heads. 
At Vandivier’s direction, Sedora and Aldora grabbed hold of the 
umbrella’s green shaft, and Vandivier latched on last. Their hands 
glowed before they all suddenly dissipated into thin air. 

Kenny and Joe watched them leave the garden and realized they 
were last. Kenny hurriedly picked the umbrella nearest him, a blue 
umbrella with multi-colored tassels and knitting’s of sad jesters on it. Joe 
rushed over and grabbed the umbrella’s stem as well, and both men 
vanished into thin air. 

After everyone had left, the last party guest crept out of the 
garden’s shadows, holding an eleventh umbrella that was bright orange. 
The guest and umbrella vanished in a flash, following the others to 
Cecile’s apartment in the Magnolia. 
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C ecile’s apartment in the Magnolia Projects was the size of a 
matchbox, so Josephine had invited no more than thirty 
adults, though most brought their children along. 

“What’s going on, y’all? These gals got us here this time of the 
night. I got to be at the kitchen bright and early in the mawnin’. 
Chile’, I would normally be in my bed by now!” Auntie Carolyn 
jokingly complained, growing antsy. 

It was after eight p.m. 

The adults sat in the living room and at the kitchen table, collec- 
tively perplexed by the urgency of Josephine’s calls. Excited children 
zoomed around each other all over Cecile’s apartment before eventu- 
ally packing into Isaac and Daniel’s room to discuss children’s business. 

“I know it got to be something bad, Carolyn,” Auntie Anita leaned 
close to Carolyn and whispered. 

She was Joe’s half-sister. 

“You know I work with Mrs. Drake—she live right on the cornda 
by Dora’nem. So, she said her son told her he saw Dora’s front door 
wide open and the polices was there and everything. So, she say she 
ain’t seen nobody there for days. And I know she ain’t lying cause she 
ain’t like dat.” 

“Oh no! Is you serious?” Carolyn gasped. 
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“Yeah! And see, I ain’t want to call them and get in they bidness 
cause, you know, they always say I’m messy. But I think they got put 
out dat house, Carolyn. I knowed Joe couldn’t keep up with no rent in 
dat neighborhood. He shoulda just stayed in the projects and waited, but 
he hard-headed, just like my paw was.” 

“Lawd Jesus, dat’s terrible! I hope they will be alright, cause 
Josephine and Annette looking mighty nervous. I thank you should 
just ask them what’s going on, Anita.” 

Anita nodded and lifted her head towards Josephine, who was 
standing in the kitchen, whispering with Cecile. 

“Josephine, what’s going on? Did ya mama and daddy lose the 
house, baby?” Anita called out with concern. 

“Oh no, Ain-tee. Dat ain’t why y’all here. Just wait until my mama 
and daddy get here. I don’t want to put my foot in my mouth, cause I 
don’t know how much they want y’all to know.” 

“How much they want us to know? About what, Josephine? Yall 
starting to scare us!” Carolyn said. 

“Aw shit, who Dora done kilt? This meeting bout her, ain’t it?” 
Uncle Brian asked. 

Josephine glanced at Claude, who looked to Uncle Brian and raised 
his eyebrows. 

“OHHH, IT IS! YA MAMMY ON THE RUN, AIN’T SHE? I 
ALWAYS TOLD YALL, YALL MAMA IS CRAZY!” Uncle Brian 
laughed. 

“Boyyy, I knew it too!” Uncle Raymond joined the joke. 

“When Dora was young, she used to be whippin’ all kinds of ass 
cross dat river. Got damn somebody finally made her snap. I ain’t 
sending her no money when they lock her thick ankle ass up. Cause 
she ain’t sent me shit when they caught me!” 

“Don’t say dat bout my mama... y’all down bad fa’dat!” Annette 
rolled her eyes. 

But deep down, Annette pondered how she’d last seen her mother 
and father chasing Armand into the woods, with nothing but revenge 
on their minds. 

She hoped her uncles weren’t right. 
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The Tramps and the Doucettes whirled through a million chains of 
space and time as they journeyed to fly out of the Kingdom. At take- 
off, their flight on the second line umbrellas felt like a plane climbing 
through layers of relentless lightning and rainstorm clouds. Except 
there were no stormy winds, just fierce, entranced air particles that 
resisted releasing them into the other dimension. 

But their greatest difficulty was in bypassing the latest barrier that 
Grean and Vandivier had layered over the magical land to keep the 
devils out. This additional barrier was similar to the atmospheric 
protector that had shielded the Kingdom from humans for many years, 
except this new layer was lethal to the touch and had a tricky tempera- 
ment, as they would come to find out later. 

Luckily, the umbrellas were not deterred by any obstacles. By 
design they continuously searched for holes or rents in the protective 
layers that would allow them to slip through to the human realm of 
New Orleans without shearing the travelers to pieces. Unlike everyone 
else, Sedora kept her eyes open the entire ride. She felt the wind of the 
sky flowing through her hair and whipping her face. 

She glanced down to take in the beautiful Kingdom that 
surrounded the palace in which she had been nursed for days. 

No one had bothered to explain to her that there was an entire 
world beyond her suite that wasn’t the world she knew. 

It looks so much like home! she thought as she soared over the land. 
Sedora was so awestruck that she almost let go of the umbrella. But 
just when she thought she could hold on no longer, all the bewitched 
second-line umbrellas burst through the sky over the city of New 
Orleans like a meteorite and instantly slipped into a grey, fog-filled 
night. 

The umbrellas were like missiles. Emery had perfected everything 
about the magical transporters except for how comfortable the ride 
would be when it was time to cross over. 

At the crossover, which Emery defined as the exact moment they 
left either realm and went to the other, there was a painful discomfort 
that felt like their skin was being pulled from their faces. 

Everyone but the Tramps screamed out in pain at the crossover 
point, and the Tramps didn’t only because they knew pain too inti- 
mately to shuck and jive for it. 
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After all eleven umbrellas came through the sky, they immediately 
took aim at the apartment of “Good News.” 
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Josephine had given her cousin Cecile the nickname “Good News” 
because she always had an eye for finding the bright side of life. Cecile 
called Josephine “Jem,” as everyone seemed to always treat Josephine 
like a precious jewel. Josephine and Cecile had a bond that was only 
slightly less than the one Josephine had with her sisters. The two of 
them never missed a beat. 

For this reason, Josephine had no doubts that Aldora wanted her to 
hold the meeting at Cecile’s house. It couldn’t have been any other 
cousin but Cecile, who was truly the first best friend Josephine had 
ever had. 

“Y’all, hold on; we bout to land!” They all heard Vandivier yell into 
the wind as they flew faster towards the earth, which seemed to double 
in size by the second. As the umbrellas neared the ground, Aldora 
stopped her hollering, opened her eyes, and saw the brownish-red 
housing project where many of the poorest people in New Orleans 
lived. 

Sedora screamed in Vandivier’s ear and tried to cry, feeling as if 
they would crash and die, but the wind snatched the tears from her 
eyes like a mean caregiver would a toy from the hands of a surprised 
child. She saw the lights of nearly every apartment glimmering in the 
night and not more than three people outside. She knew most people 
were probably just starting to eat a Sunday dinner that had been 
braising all day. She looked at the front window of Cecile’s unit and 
saw many people moving about inside the apartment, a sight that 
caused her to feel proud she could count on Josephine. A moment 
later, they landed like a windstorm on the street in front of the house, 
the force of the magical umbrellas blasting dirt and residue from the 
ground up into the air the full length of the block. 

“What is going on out’chea’?” a man named Lucky yelled from his 
front porch, after the beer bottle he had been holding was blown by 
the impact out of his hand and against the side of his unit. 

The man looked out towards the apartments to the right of him 
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but couldn’t see anything but swirls of dirty wind. He quickly opened 
his front door and ran inside. 

Others who were already inside their houses came to the windows 
and stared out in alarm. 

The Tramps closed their second line umbrellas the moment they 
landed, and the umbrellas promptly stood themselves against the 
nearest brick wall, making themselves identical to the color and 
texture of the bricks so that they would be nearly invisible. They 
waited there in ready for anything sinister to come, should they need 
to protect the block. 

Meanwhile, Lucky warned his wife, “Get down! I think it’s a 
tornado out there!” 

The woman fell to the floor of their house with a screech, but 
hearing no howling wind, she got up again and went to the window to 
glance outside. 

“Lucky, I don’t see no damn tornado!” She stepped over to the 
front door and opened it. 

She then walked outside and saw through the settling dust a group of 
people standing in front of Cecile’s apartment. But since it was dark, 
she couldn’t see any of their faces clearly. Thinking it best to mind 
her own business, the woman waved and stepped back inside, closing 
the front door behind her. 

“Oh, my God!” Sedora moaned. “We were flying!” 

“Shhh!” Vandivier hushed her. 

“Look loud mout! Don’t say stuff like dat out loud, gal. What you 
tryna do, get us caught?” 

“Sorry,” Sedora whispered and clapped her hand over her mouth. 

Aldora was the first to let go of their umbrella, and she quickly 
scurried up to Cecile’s front door. 

KNOCK... KNOCK... KNOCK 

Blue came to the door and swung it open. “My, my .. .” he said, 
scanning Aldora up and down and puffing on his dope. He then looked 
beyond her and squinted at what looked like a line of glowing red eyes 
on the brick wall opposite. 

“What the fuck is dat?” Puzzled, Blue turned and looked back 
inside. “Baby, I got to be high as a kite. Come see this, Cecile!” 

He looked again at Aldora and shook his head left and right as if to 
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clear his sight. “Somebody get me some water before I pass out!” he 
said, backing away from the door. 

“Blue, it’s me!” Aldora said reassuringly and stepped into Cecile’s 
house. 

“MAMA!” Josephine and Annette jumped up from the kitchen 
table and nearly knocked her into the wall with their embrace. 

“Mama, where have you been!?” Annette started crying joyous 
tears. Aldora began to cry too. 

Annette looked outside and noticed a shadowed crowd halted at 
the doorstep. 

“Go ‘head S. Bonds . . . it’s okay,” Annette heard her father’s 
voice say. 

Annette’s eyes drifted a few feet from the door and screamed when 
she saw her sister. 

“OH MY GOD! IT’S S. BONDS!” 

“What!?” Josephine squealed in disbelief. 

Both girls ran out through the door and grabbed onto Sedora, who 
was at first too shocked to move but then allowed her body to melt in 
their arms. 

Josephine and Annette then ran to Joe, and he picked both of his 
girls up and squeezed them. The family was reunited, and suddenly the 
story that Annette figured her mother had to tell the family was not 
so sad. 

“HEY! WE BACK!” Leola said with wide-open arms. 

Annette and Josephine walked into her inviting hug and thanked 
her for helping their parents. Leola closed the front door and watched as 
the family caught up. 

“So why we all here?” Auntie Anita asked with a confused 
expression. 

KNOCK... KNOCK 

Blue opened the door again. 

“Who you?” he asked, looking Grean up and down from head to 
toe. She had traveled to the Magnolia on the eleventh umbrella. 

“Tm here for Aldora,” Grean said politely. 

Aldora glanced at the door and gestured for Blue to let Grean in. 
Grean came in and moved with purpose to Aldora’s side. 

Aldora cleared her throat and spoke. 
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“Thanks for comin’ out here, everybody. I called y’all all here 
tonight because I couldn’t sleep a wink without being honest with y’all 
about what’s been going on. I don’t really know the right way to say it, 
but... yall all in danger.” 

“Couple of days ago, my baby S. Bonds was murdered,” She 
continued. 

“S. Bonds, who?” Uncle Brian interrupted. “This one standing 
right’chea’?” 

“Correct,” Aldora said. 

Uncle Brian looked at Joe like he was crazy. 

“A witch murdered her,” Aldora explained, “and we went to this 
place to get her back. This magical place. .. . It’s in the swamps... 
right here in our city, but in a different time and in a whole different 
way.” 

“Tt’s true,” Joe said. “It sound crazy, but it’s all true.” 

“We bought this lady here tonight to show y’all we ain’t lying or 
playing,” Aldora said and gestured to Grean. 

Grean moved to the middle of the room. She lifted her hand and 
gestured for Sedora to come to her. 

“No,” Sedora whispered and shook her head. 

The room was so silent you could hear a feather fall on the floor. 

Sedora then reluctantly walked towards Grean with her head down. 
Grean took Sedora’s hands and stretched them out. She then waved 
her fingers over Sedora’s hand like a slow-moving cloud, and suddenly, 
the tips of Sedora’s fingers surged with voltages, reacting to the call of 
white electricity that surged through Grean. 

“OHHHHH SHIT! MY NIECE A WITCH!” one of Sedora’s 
older uncles yelled. “I GOT TO GET THE HELL OUT HERE!” 

“ME TOO!” People started moving towards the door. 

Grean quickly opened her hand, bolting the door on both sides. 

“Sit down, y'all,” she said calmly. 

“Let us out here now! Lawd, Jesus!” Auntie Verne protested. 

“Y’all calm down and just listen to what she got to say!” Joe yelled. 

“Yeah, yall scary asses sickening. Sit the fuck down and listen. 
Shit!” Kenny cursed and went to take one of the spaces on the couch 
that was now empty because of the room running to the door. 

“Now, I know what you ve been told,” Grean said in a raised voice. 
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“Stuff like this is evil. Maybe it is. But whether or not y’all like it, this 
girl—your niece, sister, cousin—she’s not like you anymore. And dat’s 
the price she paid for getting her life back.” 

“Who killed her?” Cecile asked. 

“An old witch named Madina.” 

“Cecile, she was the one who came to the party with Rex. His 
woman,” Annette said. 

“WHAT? YOU LYING!” 

“No, it’s true,” said Josephine. “We watched S. Bonds die. She was 
dead, torn apart even. It’s a miracle she’s standing here, y'all.” 

“But what if it ain’t right? What if God wanted her dead, and y’all 
done turned her into this?” Cecile’s mother, Franchine, suggested. 

“Don’t you dare make her feel like she ain’t supposed to be alive! 
Let it happen to Cecile first, then you can judge us,” Aldora said. 

“Oh Lawd, this is somethin’ here! So, what y’all saying, she alive and 
got some kind of thangs she can do now?” someone else asked. 

“Exactly. Right as she is standing before you, she got magic helpin’ 
her breathe, keeping her alive, making her more powerful by the day,” 
Grean said. 

“Oh, baby, how did this happen to you?” Josephine walked up to 
Sedora and put her hands around her neck. 

“I’m so sorry you had to go through all of this.” Josephine hugged 
her. 

Sedora kept her head down, shrinking under all the judging eyes 
on her. 

“So, Mama, you said we in danger. How?” Annette asked. 

“Tll answer dat Aldora. To bring Sedora back to life we had to take 
Madina’s. But Madina was the Queen of our world,” Grean responded. 

“Your world?” said Annette. 

“Yes, my world was created by all of us in this room and everybody 
who came before us.” 

“How is dat?” Big Claude asked. 

“T brought a letter from one of my dearest friends dat might help 
y all understand what I mean by dat,” Grean said. 

“The most loyal friend I ever had; a philosopher named Bernard 
wrote it. He wrote this a few days before Madina murdered him. Every 
time I forget why it’s so important to end this . . . to stop things like 
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this from ever happening to young gals like Sedora, I reread his letter 
to me.” 

Grean opened her hand, and a crisp brown letter with black writing 
planted itself in the air, at her eye level. She read the words: 


Dear Grean, 

Iam writing this letter to you to explain why we grieve. If we were not so 
sinful, we would have sought to nurture this barrier of dirt and water beneath 
our feet. Some corridor of He! has finaly broken through the dirt of New 
Orleans. On the first night of my death, during the summer of 1730, I saw that 
underneath the grounds of New Orleans demons fantasized about us. They 
clawed at the ceilings of He!, pacing and sauntering as we danced above them 
in the Quarters. One day, I saw a hole the size of a sma! coin peeping out in the dirt. 
The hole seeks to merge our worlds. I’m worried that people haven't even 
noticed. They're walking over the penny-sized hole as the creatures claw at the 
sme! of their flesh. I saw it happening. I don’t know how to stop it. They are 
organized, and I see them breaking through the earth in a! of my dreams. 
Beware, my dear Grean, I heard their whispering, they have a plan. They want 
to find a! of our kin, make them suffer, and suck the skin $om their cracked 
bones. Beware! They’! never stop until the hole is gaping and earth is overrun by 
evil.” 

Bernard 


Grean finished reading, and the room was utterly silent. They 
heard the children giggling in the twins’ room, but the only thing that 
spoke among them was the fear in their eyes. 

“Oh wow, I’ve never heard anything so awful in my life,” Joe said, 
breaking the silence. 

“It is awful but the truth, Joe. Do any of yall think Sedora was the 
first gal Madina or any of the other devils ever took? No. Sedora was 
the first we ever got back. The other girls, boys, children . . . they all 
gone!” 

“Oh, Clarence, now I don’t believe in no Voodoo mess, but ain’t I 
said this before?” Sedora’s aunt said to her husband. 

“New Orleans is full of sin. You can look in some people’s eyes and 
see they got a lot of evil in them.” 

“Yes,” Grean agreed. 
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“And since we've killed Madina, who was the Queen of evil in this 
region, as soon as they find out who was involved, they gon’ find 
everyone in this room and do exactly what this letter says and worse.” 
Grean held the letter up in her hand. 

“What’chu saying? The evil people gon’ come after us?” Blue 
shouted. 

“Yes, and this is why Joe and I called this meeting,” Aldora said. 
“Cause far as we know, it’s not safe. Y’all all carrying a target on y'all 
backs.” 

“They wanted us to leave y’all be,” she continued, “and just prepare 
Jo and Netty, but we said dat wasn’t right. So, we wanted to warn 
everybody, and for those who want to, allow y’all to come back to the 
other world, the Kingdom, with us. We’ve been put up in a beautiful 
palace with plenty of space for everybody to come. We got food, water, 
clothes—everything we would need to wait until Grean figure this out. 
She promised you'll have the same protection like we been having until 
it’s all over, and you'll get to come back home then.” 

“What?” Cecile said in shock. 

“Yeah, I know yall taking in a lot. I know yall got jobs, and ya 
churn got school, but I think y’all should consider it. I don’t think 
none of dat is worth y’all lives, and we can work on replacing things 
when it’s all over with.” Aldora tried to tell from their faces whether 
her words were having the effect she hoped. 

“We also know everybody ain’t gon’ want to come, so if you don’t, I 
hope you survive, but I ain’t apologizing for saving my baby life, and if 
you can’t understand dat, I suggest you put yourself in my shoes first.” 

“T understand it, Mama,” Annette said. 

“Me too,” many people in the room agreed. 

“So, if you coming with us,” Grean said, “you got till midnight to go 
get whatever you think you need. Go home and come back here to 
leave with us then.” 

She then lowered her voice and continued, “There’s something else 
I can’t stress enough to y’all. Whether you decide dat you comin’ to 
our world or not, you got to swear not to tell anybody ‘bout this 
conversation or where everybody is at once we leave. You got to swear 
it on your life, and if you go back on ya word, well . . . you'll be visited 
by me, and Id be required to take ya life from you. Exposing our realm 
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is a crime in the Bayou, and we won't have it.” Despite the severity of 
her voice, it was apparent that Grean’s concern for them was genuine. 

“Hate for it sounding like a threat, but in the Kingdom, we got our 
own folks we love and worry about too.” 

“T ain’t gon’ tell nobody dat ain’t supposed to know,” Anita said. 

“So, if we coming, what do we need to go get?” Uncle David asked. 

“Well, I don’t know how long it'll take us to get this handled. I have 
a plan dat might settle things within the next month or so. But take 
anything dat you can’t live without for a while.” As Grean spoke, she 
pointed her fingertips at Cecile’s front door and unbolted it. 

“It’s a quarter to ten right now. So y’all can go and get what you 
need. And when y’all ready, come back here. We’re leaving at twelve in 
the morning no matter who ain’t here, and we ain’t coming back for 
nobody.” 
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G o get y’all stuff ready. I’ll go talk to Mama,” Aldora said while 
walking into Mama Stella’s house. 

She had to shoo Annette and Josephine away from her as 
quick as she could. The fear in their worried eyes was starting to feel 
contagious. They knew the conversation Aldora had to have with 
Mama Stella would be unprecedented, and they wanted no share of it. 
No one would ever mistake Aldora for being a weak woman, but as she 
stepped up to her mother’s bedroom door, her legs wobbled like a 
faulty brake on a bike. 

Aldora knocked twice, then opened the door and walked into her 
mother’s bedroom. 

Mama Stella was lying under one thin sheet on the left side of her 
perfectly made bed with Baby Claude tucked right behind her back. 
Her room was spotless, and she had one of her favorite Bibles laid on 
the nightstand next to her bed--just in case she woke up feeling like 
the devil was trying to climb on her back in the middle of the night. 

Aldora went to her mother’s side but stood a few paces away from 
her and called her name. 

“Mama.” 

Mama Stella didn’t move, and Aldora did not want to scare her. It 
was 10:45 pm and she knew her mother had been asleep for a while. 
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Aldora stepped closer and flicked the switch to turn on the lamp 
next to Mama Stella’s bed. She then placed her hand on Mama Stella’s 
stomach and lightly shook her. 

Mama Stella’s eyes sprang open. 

“Dora?” Mama Stella blinked and whispered tiredly. 

“Yes, Mama. It’s me.” 

“When’d you get here, child?” 

“A few minutes ago. Me and the girls just came from Cecile’s 
house.” 

“Oh, Lawd,” Mama Stella moaned and raised herself on the bed. 

Aldora stepped back and gave her mother enough space to look her 
in the eye. She knew her mother was sitting up to give her a piece of 
her mind. 

“Dora, what in God’s name is going on with you and these girls? 
They told me S. Bonds died, and you never called and told me nothing! 
Then you go missing for all these days and show up in my pot?” 

“Mama, wait a minute .. .S. Bonds ain’t dead. She died, yes, but Joe 
and I, we saved her. Brought her back to life. We just had to go to this 
place to do it. . . this place you ain’t gon’ believe until you see it, Ma.” 

“This place—is dat where you was when you showed up in my pot?” 

“Yeah. Dat’s where we was—me, Joe, Kenny, Leola, and S. Bonds. 
We stayed there for days. At first, we was just waiting for S. Bonds to 
get up enough strength to come back, but now things have changed, 
and we decided dat we had to come back and ... get yall.” 

“Get who?” Mama’s eyebrow lifted. 

Aldora exhaled and hesitated. She looked into Mama Stella’s face, 
and there was no question that her mother knew what Aldora meant. 
Her mother just wanted her to be bold enough to repeat it. 

“The family ...and you too. For us to bring S. Bonds back, we had 
to find the person who killed her.” 

“Well, who was it that did it?” 

“A witch. The devil is what I call her. We found her in the place 
where we been, and we exchanged her life for S. Bonds’.” 

“My Lawd.” Mama Stella held her chest, and her eyes watered. 

“But now since we got rid of her, it’s only a matter of time before 
they come after us. All of us.” 

“Who is they?” Mama Stella asked. 
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Aldora walked to the door and exhaled again. She looked at her 
mother’s weary eyes. 

“Evil people, Ma. Spirits ... demons. . . the devil.” 

“Oh, Dora,” Mama Stella’s hand shook. 

“DON’T YOU KNOW DAT VENGEANCE IS THE LORD’S! 
YOU SHOULDN’T HAVE NEVER WENT THERE WITH ALL 
THAT FOOLISHNESS! WHY DIDN’T YOU JUST LEAVE IT 
ALONE?! WHAT HAVE YOU DONE, ALDORA?” 

“Mama, I don’t know what I’ve brought on this family, but I also 
can’t tell you dat I would do anything different, knowing I get to see 
my baby alive again,” Aldora said. 

“You wasn’t there. You don’t know how it felt to watch her die in 
my arms, Mama!” 

“TI don’t care!” Mama Stella raised her voice. “You don’t play with 
spirits! You wasn’t raised like that, and you know it!” 

Baby Claude jumped in his sleep and fluttered his eyes open. He 
then closed them again and turned over on his stomach in the bed. 

Aldora lowered her voice. “I ain’t sayin’ I ain’t wrong, Mama. I’m 
sayin’ dat I’d rather be wrong and take my punishment when I die, 
before I lay down and let my baby life be cut short, knowing I can do 
something ‘bout it.” 

“I can’t take it!” Mama Stella replied, agitated. 

“This istoo much. The devastation you done put in my heart is 
worse than anything I ever felt. You hurtin’ me worse than Vera! Lawd, 
help us, Jesus!” Mama Stella got down on her knees and clapped her 
hands together. 

Aldora got down next to her and did the same. Her heart was 
beating fast, and her mother’s grief over her decision made it feel 
broken. 

God, I wish Joe was here, Aldora prayed as a tear rolled down her 
cheek. Joe had stayed at Cecile’s apartment with Grean and Sedora 
while the family scattered around the city, contemplating what they 
should do about the warning looming over their heads. Aldora looked 
at the clock on her mother’s nightstand while Mama Stella asked God 
for forgiveness for her daughters’ sins. 

Ten minutes had passed and it was almost 11:00, an hour before it 
would be time for them to go back to the Kingdom. 
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“Ma, get packed,” Aldora whispered as tears clustered on her 
cheeks. 

“I know you ain’t happy with me. But this is what we have to deal 
with, and I promise Ill make it up to you and God later on. But right 
now, we just have to go.” 

Stella ignored Aldora and kept praying. It was a couple of minutes 
later before she finally ended the prayer with an “amen” and looked at 
Aldora. 

“You all can go. I’m not going anywhere.” 

Just at that moment, Josephine softly knocked on the door and 
stepped inside. 

“Are y'all ready?” she asked. 

Mama Stella seemed deep in thought, and Aldora simply looked up 
at Josephine, unable to answer. Josephine walked over and gathered up 
Baby Claude from the bed, then slipped him into one of his coats and 
bundled him up in a blanket for the chilly night. 

“Come here,” Mama Stella said to Josephine. 

“Wherever yall going, you take care of them. You the only one 
with a level head; you get that from your daddy.” As she said this, 
Mama Stella cut her eyes at Aldora, then continued: “I’m not going 
anywhere, baby. I’m staying here and taking my chances with the 
Lawd.” 

“Grandma, no, you have to come with us. This is nothing to play 
around with, Mama.” 

“Tm sure it ain’t. But I’m not leaving my house, and dat’s the end of 
it. I survived a lot of things here, and death don’t scare me. I know 
where I’m going when I die, so let them come.” Josephine looked to 
Aldora and saw her mother lightly wiping tears from her face. 

“Don’t fight it, Jo, just leave her be,” Aldora said. 

“Ma, no! This ain’t right. She can’t fend for herself. I’m staying. I 
can’t leave Maw maw like this.” 

“No! Ya going,” Mama Stella said sternly, “and wherever y’all going, 
yall best take Michael too. He ain’t got nobody but me, and I don’t 
want him getting hurt. He just a child.” 

“Okay, we will, Mama,” replied Aldora. “Netty already woke him 
up and told him to get ready anyways.” Aldora then shook her head 
at her mother, who she’d gotten her strength from. She looked at 


304 


Mama Stella’s tired eyes and wanted to fight her on her decision to 
stay. 

But she knew it was no use. 

Aldora leaned over and hugged Mama Stella as tightly as she could. 
She then whispered in her ear, “I love you, Mama. May God bless and 
keep you. And if you change your mind, I’ll come back and get you in a 
heartbeat.” 

“Oh, you ain’t got to worry about me changing my mind, baby. 
God’s will ain’t never not been done. I’m staying.” 
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By midnight Cecile’s apartment was filled with fifty-eight family 
members. First cousins, seconds, great aunties and uncles, living grand- 
parents, and babies new and grown all showed up. 

Every dear relative was there except for Mama Stella. Cecile’s 
house was so overcrowded she had to keep the front door open 
because people were running in and out with bags and whatever trin- 
kets they could hold, all anxiously ready to flee. 

“Lawd, I hope these folks got enough space for all us. Look like 
everybody here but Mama Stella and the jailbirds!” Cousin Bobby said as 
he passed by Cecile. 

“Ma, we ready! When it’s gon’ be time to go?” Cecile’s son Daniel 
asked while dragging an old paper bag out of his room that his mother 
used to carry groceries from the store. 

“Baby, they running a lil late. I think they tryin’ ta make sure we all 
leave at the same time. Come here and let me see what you got in dat 
bag.” 

Cecile opened the grocery bag and saw one pair of underwear, a 
stained shirt, and ten toy cars. 

“Daniel Chester Doucette! Go put some mo damn draw’rs in this 
bag and grab them books so you can study ya words and ya numbers 
while we gone, boy!” 

“Aw Mama, but I already know how to read and write!” 

“Aht! I don’t want to hear it, Daniel!” Cecile said sharply. 

“Where is ya brother Isaac? Come on, let me get these bags 
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together before these folks leave us behind.” Cecile grabbed Daniel’s 
hand to bring him back into the room. 

Just as Cecile left the front room, Uncle Wallace stormed into the 
apartment in a full-blown argument with his ex-wife, Wilma-Rose. 

“Keep lookin at me crazy and see what’s gon’ happen to ya!” Wilma 
threatened Wallace. 

Kenny swiveled his head toward the door. “Aw shit! Wilma coming 
too?” he yelled. 

“Yeah, I’m coming! I know] ain’t got nothing to do with this, but 
I'll be damned if I die over—” 

“Yeah, yeah, whatever Wilma,” Kenny interrupted and shook his 
head, mockingly. “Wilma, we ain’t heard from you since boon coon 
days!” 

“Wallace!” Kenny turned and spoke to his friend. 

“Where the hell you dug her ass up from? Ain’t you learnt ya lesson 
from when she ran with us for hurricane Camille? Ain’t you tired of 
being used by this damn crook?” Kenny scoffed and stared at the 
couple in disgust. 

“Man, it was somebody else who told Wilma!” Wallace protested. “I 
just went home to get my stuff, and just when I was about ta leave, she 
pulled up at my front door, saying she don’t want to die from the devil, 
and she coming with me.” Wallace moved through the room towards 
Cecile’s small bathroom. 

“Boy, I tell ya, this woman a trip! Who got a cigarette?” Kenny 
yelled across the room. 

“Oh mind ya bidness, you ole fonky ass drunk,” Wilma replied to 
Kenny. 

“Ain’t nobody using dat devil! Wallace took the best years of my 
damn life and sucked it up his ass. He owe me!” She rolled her eyes at 
Kenny and lined the wall next to everyone else. 

“Wilma, YOU AND I both know yo lowdown ass just need some- 
where to stay,” Kenny shot back. “Dat lady husband probably kicked ya 
out on ya ass again. I know yo kind! Once again, you using Wallace ole 
weak ass! And ya mama a fuckin’ drunk!” 

“Kenny, stop being ugly!” Leola reprimanded. “You and Wilma need 
to stop letting the devil use y’all.” She pushed her shoulder into Kenny’s. 
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“What Lee? I ain’t even do nothin’. Dat nappy-headed heifer, 
always starting with me. Trying to fuss! She need to go fuss with them 
damn beady-bee’s and naps on the back of her fat ass neck!” Kenny 
grumbled under his breath. 

Just then, Cecile’s son Isaac ran out of his room, while his mother 
and Daniel were repacking their grocery bags. 

He jumped on Kenny’s lap, interrupting his outburst. 

“Uncle Kenny, how is we getting out of here? We takin’ the bus? 
I’m ready to go.” 

“We flying, boy!” Kenny responded. 

“Flying? in a hellacapter?” Isaac asked. 

“Oh, no!” Kenny said in an animated tone. 

“C’mere! Can you keep a secret?” Kenny asked. 

“Yeah!” Isaac answered. 

Kenny cupped his hand to Isaac’s ear. “We flying on an umbrella,” he 
said in a low voice. 

“Wow!” Isaac said and hopped off Kenny’s lap. 

“Daniel! Daniel! We goin flying!” Isaac ran into his room to find his 
brother. 

About 15 minutes later, Aldora, Josephine, Baby Claude, Annette, 
and Michael appeared outside. They pushed through the waiting 
crowd and walked into Cecile’s apartment. 

“Sorry we late. We had to stop at our house and grab some things for 
the girls, but we ready to go,” Aldora said. 

“Yall awrite!” Grean assured them. “Close that door so we can get 
started.” 

Grean stepped to the middle of Cecile’s living room. 

“Okay, yall, listen up. It’s time to go,” she announced, quieting all 
chatter to prepare them to take flight. 


ob 


In the ghetto, poverty dictates all time. The Doucette lineage never 
produced a worker that wasn’t a cook, maid, laborer, or slave. For 
this failure, father poverty settled upon their family name, dooming each 
generation of Doucettes to live out the bulk of their lives inthe 
cheap smack hours of existence, the moments of life that are 
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endured rather than experienced. Branded as the same hours that 
white people lived, they were told to work for the “American dream”, 
but the product was not the same. White people got the good stuff: 
the fresh, untouched, unrestricted, early hours of life . . 

. the hours when senses overflow, imaginations are charged, atti- 
tudes are indomitable, strengths seem limitless, and talents are 
cultivated. 

The Doucettes knew little of these hours, and only experienced 
time that was as polluted as low-grade crack. Their time was instead 
spent waiting but not expecting, striving but not obtaining. 

“Y'all will have time,” they were often told about their dreams, but 
as time passed, they noticed they had become tired from giving the 
best of themselves to things that did not replenish them. The few 
hours they still owned were spent maintaining low-paying, back- 
breaking jobs to keep demanding, affluent landlords at bay. They 
enjoyed their days only enough to be able to claim they were still alive, 
but not enough to pass a single day without feeling, to some extent, 
already dead. 

For this reason, as the Doucettes readied themselves at Cecile’s 
apartment that Sunday evening at the stroke of midnight, the opportu- 
nity before them felt more like time stolen than given. 

Vandivier had just organized his Tramps in one lengthy line outside 
of Cecile’s door with their umbrellas opened and their designs liming 
up her steps. Vandivier waved his hand over the line of them, creating 
a small windstorm the color of the emptiness of space. Once the wind 
died down just seconds later, the Tramps were hard to make out, 
having been blended into the night. 

Grean opened Cecile’s front door with the family peeking out from 
behind her back 

“Hurr’up, Grean, and get’em on there. This illusion ain’t gon’ hold 
for long!” Vandivier said. 

“These are the umbrellas I was telling y’all about,” Grean whis- 
pered to the family. 

“Like I said, when you get close you gon’ see a Tramp under each 
umbrella. The Tramps may look scary, but they as sweet as pie and are 
here to help y’all stay in the sky when we take off.” 

“Yeah, it’s not bad at all, y'all. Come on, and don’t make a sound!” 
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Aldora walked out of the apartment and went to the same umbrella 
she had flown in on. 

Wilma went to a floating, silver second-line umbrella with Wallace 
close behind her. 

“Just grab ahold of it!” Kenny whispered at Wilma, watching her 
struggle to grab the floating umbrella. 

“Shut the hell up, Kenny, I’m scared!” Wilma said with clenched 
teeth. She hesitated to step next to the Tramp. 

“Hey, ma’am. How you?” the Tramp said to Wilma. 

“What are you?” Wilma said in disgust. 

“Shhh!” Aldora hushed her and looked down the empty streets 
behind her. Everyone was put up in their units. 

Grean sent the rest of the family out of Cecile’s apartment by fives 
and tens, organizing and packing as many of them under the umbrellas 
as possible. 

“Dat’s everybody!” Grean said to Vandivier. 

“Oooo-kay, everybody hold on tight!” 

“TRAMPS!” Vandivier shouted, and they all took to the sky at 
once. 

Once in flight, none of the Doucettes thought any longer of the 
ghetto or of poverty. They whirled up to the moon and watched the 
Magnolia Projects shrink beneath them. 

“AHHHHHHH!” most of them screamed, feeling their bodies 
jolting in the air and their hands sticking like glue to the umbrella’s 
neck. Almost everyone flew with their eyes tightly shut and their 
mouths blowing in the wind, feeling as if they would fall off the shaft 
of the umbrella. They screamed in raw terror, but some braved the ride 
and kept their eyes open. 

“OHHH SHIT! SHIT! SHIT! SHIT!” Cousin Gwen screamed.She 
watched the traffic on the streets of New Orleans. She blinked and felt 
the umbrella rattle and shake, and when she opened her eyes again,she 
had burst through the Queen’s portal, soaring over the terrains of the 
Bayou’s Magical Kingdom. 

“WILMA! LOOK, WILMA! YOU SEEING THIS, WILMA!” 
Wallace howled in his ex-wife’s ear. Wallace stared at the Kingdom’s 
wonder-filled sky and felt his mind had been introduced to a new 
element. He knew fire, rain, dirt, hunger, hurricane winds, and now he 
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had met the world of magic. He stared at the force field over the 
Kingdom and then the buildings below it. He had no experience in his 
62-year-old mind that could help him understand the Kingdom realm. 

The Tramps cascaded back to the earth in spirals and landed in the 
palace courtyard, with all fifty-eight Doucette family members rela- 
tively unharmed. 

Vera, who had flown on the only all-white umbrella, let go of its 
stem. She looked to the sky and spun around in a circle. 

“Oh, my God,” she said in amazement. 

Baby Claude removed his hands from his eyes, his face still 
streaked by tears. He looked at the palace, and it was like the first time 
the sun had ever touched his face. Pulling on his father’s shirt, Baby 
Claude pointed with his other hand and told his father exactly what he 
thought. 

“Look, Da! Look!” he said with a loose-toothed smile. 

Baby Claude had never seen anything like the Plais d’Orléans. 

Poverty, which had until this moment stalked his young mind like a 
predator in the bushes, slunk away as Baby Claude’s youthful imagina- 
tion discovered a new way to spend its hours thinking about the world 
around him. 
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The entire Doucette family hurried into the palace, marveling at all its 
fineness. 

“S. BONDS, BABY, IS THIS WHERE YOU BEEN?” Annette 
asked. 

“Yeah,” Sedora said shyly, proud that she knew something her 
sisters didn’t. 

Annette and Josephine grabbed Sedora by the arms, and together 
they walked through the palace with Claude and Baby Claude 
following close behind them. Baby Claude pointed wildly at everything 
in sight, directing his father to look at every spectacle. 

“GOLD MUTHAFUCKIN’ FLOORS! WE RICH!” Blue 
screamed and picked Cecile up. He happily spun her around in the air. 

“Uh, uh, this ain’t ours! These people just letting us stay here, so 
don’t go round spreading dat, Blue,” Aldora quickly corrected him. 
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“Dora, what you mean this ain’t ours, baby?” Uncle Boo protested. 

“Who in the fuck you thank leaving out this big ass mansion, Dora? 
Cause it ain’t me! I ain’t going no fucking where. This my new 
address!” Uncle Boo stomped his foot to emphasize his determination. 

“Yeah, me too,” Uncle Brian seconded. 

“Tell them hoes at the state to mail my disability check right over 
here to this address! What this address is Dora?” 

“Auntie Dora, which rooms can we go in?” asked 13-year-old Little 
Minnie. 

“Any of them, baby,” Grean answered. “There’s only one room in 
here that’s off-limits, and y’all won’t be able to find it. I made sure of 
dat.” 

“Oh my, Ma, you heard dat?” Minnie yelled to her mother, who was 
picking out a room in the opposite direction. “She said we can stay 
wherever we want!” Minnie ran off down the hallway with a slew of 
kids behind her. 

“Dora, which rooms is closer to the kitchen? You know my 
husband and I, we like to snack throughout the night,” Aunt Janet said, 
standing next to her husband, Benny. 

“Oh, hold on . . . ‘we’? Auntie Janet, I ain’t know you and Uncle 
Benny was back together too! Dang, everybody gets back together 
when it’s time to run, huh?” Aldora said. 

“Yeah, baby, me and ya uncle Benny has been back together for a 
while now.” 

“What?” Aldora said. “I didn’t even know y’all broke up!” 

“Oh yeah, Dora, he showed his ass. Tried to storm out on me and 
my churn in the middle of the day! He threw all his stuff in a trash bag 
and was gone.” 

Benny shook his head at Janet. She always told all of their personal 
business. 

“I’m going find a room. Come on, yall,” Benny said to his three 
children. They walked off down the north western hallway together. 

“Dang, if yall can’t make it, Janet, nobody can,” Aldora said. 

“Gal, I ain’t worried ‘bout Benny,” Janet whispered to Aldora. 

“Dat bitch stayed out there in them streets for a whole two hours 
and came right back, I ain’t lyin ta’ya! Benny know he can’t be out in 
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that sun. By the time he came home, he smelled like he been hooking 
and selling sour cat for seven hours!” 

Michael held his mouth and unsuccessfully tried to stifle a fit of 
laughter at his uncle Benny. 

“Michael, stay out of grown folks’ bidness,” Aldora said, but she 
laughed too. 

“But yeah, Janny, this palace got bout five kitchens,” Aldora said 
with a yawn, “so just go take a look around and see what you can find.” 
She was worn out. 

Minnie and the kids came running back down the hall again, but 
with a new question. 

“Teedy Dora, who cooking for everybody in the morning? You 
cooking?” Minnie asked Aldora. 

“No, I want my mama to cook!” 10-year-old Baby Earl insisted. “Boy 

no, yo mama grits be dry... dry and too salty. Don’t nobody 
want dat!” Minnie said. 

“Minnie baby, I ain’t cook one day since I got here. They have folks 
in the palace who gon’ cook for us. But if you want something special 
from me, just let me know and [ll go whip it up for ya.” The kids’ jaws 
fell to the floor in shock at this news. 

“Cook for us?” Minnie said. 

“Yeah, baby, they sure do, and you can eat as much as you want,” 
Grean said, stepping over beside Aldora. 

The kids giggled and ran away from Grean. 

“Dora!” Blue drunkenly shouted. 

“This is a blessing! Yall said they got somebody coming for S. 
Bonds? Let’em come. I’m kickin’ ass if anybody come trying to take me 
—I mean us—out here!” 

“Yeah, yeah, whatever, Nigga, talkin’ allat shit!” Kenny yawned at 
Blue’s bravado. 

“I’m going to bed. Y’all negros gon’ keep that noise down too! It’s 
been quiet up in here without all yall hot-breath, ain’t-used-to-nothing 
asses. Come on, Lee and I bet not see not’nare bitch in my room!” 
Kenny marched off. 
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Daybreak came slowly for Grean, and before she even reached the 
stairway that led to the western corridor of the palace, she overheard 
light-hearted giggles spilling all through the halls. 

Dat girl sounds like a damn hyena, she thought as she heard Sedora’s 
laugh skipping atop both of her sisters’. 

Grean inhaled and then hastily pushed the air out of her nose like 
she would eject a mad demon trying to hide in her closet. It had been 
only ten days since Madina shut her eyes, and Grean had expected she 
would have peace by now. But her spirit was still terribly disturbed, and 
her problems came as fresh as her tomorrows. 

“How you?” she mindlessly said as she passed the Tramps that 
stood guard in the hallways. 

She reached the corridor that led to Sedora’s private bed-chamber, 
The Iris, and paused at the beginning of the entrance to give herself 
more time to practice her speech. 

What she had to say was too delicate to be misspoken. But she also 
knew that no matter how she dressed up her words, they would evis- 
cerate the joyous mood in the air. 

“S. Bonds, you got to just tell us everything what’chu felt when you 
died. Did it hurt after you was dead?” Annette asked from the edge of 
Sedora’s bed, dramatically placing her hands on her cheeks as if she 
was anxious to hear Sedora’s answer. 

“What you seent?” Josephine added from the other side of the bed, 
her head resting on its tall golden post. 

“Did you meet Gawd or paw paw Paul up there in heaven?” 

Aldora stood across from the bed by a long white windowsill and 
stared out at the flawless shrubbery in the upper-level garden. She 
smiled while her daughters talked. If she could have recorded the 
sweet music of their voices once again in unison, she would have. She 
could barely even hear what they were talking about because she just 
needed a moment to bask in the fact that they were back with her 
again, safe and sound. 

“Hmm,” Sedora hummed and threw her hand to her chin to recall her 
moments in the afterlife, but she hurriedly shook her head no. 

“T really only remember one thing, and it’s terrible. Y’all wouldn’t 
want to hear it.” Sedora made a face that warned them this was a story 
they might want to miss. 
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“Gal, just say it! TELL US!” Annette pleaded anxiously. 

“Okay. I was in this place that looked something like me and 
Netty’s room. I was on the bed, and I remember there was a mirror 
over me, with a bunch of glass flying around. I was trapped. And when 
I thought it was over, this . .. thing came out of the mirror, and it took 
me. It pulled me into it, and I just kept fallin’ down deeper and deeper, 
and everywhere I turned, there was a bunch of screamin...dead people. 
Oh, Lawd, it was awful. I wish I could forget it.” Sedora quivered and 
shook her shoulders. 

“Stop askin’ ya sistah all them questions. Y’all gon’ make her take 
sick with allat death talk,” Aldora said, giving Annette a tight-eyed 
stare because she was the one who had started the discussion. 

“No, they not, Mama. I feel awrite! Better than yesterday fa’sho. It 
don’t hurt me to talk about it,” Sedora said. 

Grean stood by the opened suite door with her back turned to the 
wall in the hallway and eavesdropped on their conversation. 

She then stepped out into the light and knocked on the door 
frame. 

“You can come in,” Josephine said. 

“Hey yall, good mawnin’ to ya,” Grean greeted the room. 

“Hey,” they all answered and gave Grean their attention. Aldora 
turned her body away from the tall windowpane and stared at Grean. 
The two matriarchs looked into each other’s eyes for several seconds 
without deviation before Grean turned to Sedora. 

“How ya feeling, baby?” Grean asked her. “You one tough gal, I tell 
ya dat.” 

‘Tm feeling good,” Sedora said with a gentle smile. 

“Why, what’s wrong?” Aldora said to Grean, taking a step toward 
her. 

Sedora looked at her mother with surprise at her blunt tone. 
Sedora couldn’t see the undertones of worry on Grean’s face, but 
Aldora read them like a textbook. 

“Well, we have an issue going on in the river that we got’ta put to 
bed.” 

“Uh-huh? What’s the issue?” Aldora asked with a lifted eyebrow. 

“There’s a gator in the swamp, and he ain’t just any ole gator. He 
was pulled from the Bywater bout 150 years ago, and he was raised as 
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one of the Queen’s pets. Ever since the day we took the Kingdom from 
Madina, dat damn gator been killin’ fisherman, attackin’ all our boats, 
tearing them apart... and all the small gators been doing just about 
the same.” 

“Why dey doin’ dat?” Aldora frowned. 

“We don’t know yet. We think the small one’s just followin’ after 
the big one, and he just hurt cause he prolly feel like he lost his maw or 
something since we killed Madina.” 

Sedora looked down and played with the end of her braid while 
guilt washed over her face. 

The gators ki!ed somebody!? she thought in disbelief. 

“Hm! Hm! Hm!” Aldora shook her head is disdain. 

“Yeah, it’s a shame. Then them damn gators stopping us from 
getting our medicines from the swamp and the woods, our food from 
the river, and everything. They just crawling round’ everywhere!” 
Grean said. 

“Oh no, they got to stop dat. Dat ain’t right,” Josephine 
interjected. 

“Yeah, it got to stop,” agreed Grean, “or we ain’t gon make it here 
much longer. Folks gon’ lose they mind without the stuff they need. 
And Bo-Crumble, dat run the bread sto’ down at the market, already 
toll’ me he runnin’ low on everything right na’, and folk in the Bayou 
don’t even buy from him like dat. We got to get in that water, and 
especially to them woods.” 

“So what y’all gon’ do?” Annette asked with concern. 

“We just got to find a way to kill the Bywater Gator. The thing is, 
can’t none of us kill him because we can’t catch ‘em. I tell y’all we done 
tried everything to get them gators to stop this but beg “em. Truth is, 
none of us ain’t strong enough to get the head gator to stop. None of 
us is... except for you, S. Bonds.” 

Sedora’s head shot up. “Me?” she said with a quiver in her tone. 

Aldora dipped her neck down and looked at Grean with pure 
repugnance. 

Aldora was speechless. 

“Yes, S. Bonds. With Madina’s powers, you a special gal. You, one of 
the most powerful—” 

“Now wait a got damn minute,” Aldora interrupted. 
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“You thank you bout to send my muthafuckin’ child in dat water?” 
Aldora scowled so nastily her top lip almost touched her nose. 

“Dora, I know how it sounds. I know, but you got to trust me. I got 
her. I wouldn’t even ask if I wasn’t sure she could do it. She can kill the 
damn thing, and she knows it. Ask her how she feels. She strong 
enough to do it! She really is and—” 

“Sistah,” Aldora interrupted again, “you got another thang coming 
if you thank S. Bonds is going anywhere AROUND THAT THING. 
Ain’t no way in HELL she going to do any of the SORT. I knew some- 
thin’ was wrong witcho’ ass. Oh, I gotcha card’na!” 

“Yeah! Mama right. That ain’t gon’ work, Ms. Grean, nuff for that 
thang to eat my S. Bonds!” Annette said. 

“You can’t put S. Bonds at risk like dat. She been through enough,” 
Josephine added. 

“T understand y’all scared,” replied Grean, “but S. Bonds just got to 
show it—” 

“I DONT GIVE A DAMN!” Aldora shouted in Grean’s direction 
and locked eyes with her. 

Sedora jumped when she heard her mother yell. 

“The nerve of you to come in hea’ and ask dat of my baby. She can’t 
help ya! Now gon’ on head somewhere before you make my nerves 
bad!” Aldora shooed her hand in the air as if she was dismissing Grean. 

“Dora, where you thank S. Bonds is at?! This is her home now. Her 
life here gon’ be hell because she water locked like the rest of us. Don’t 
you get it, if we suffer, so does she!” 

“HEIFER, DID YOU NOT HEA ME?” Aldora asked in a deep- 
ened tone and stepped towards Grean menacingly. 

“Mama!” Sedora exclaimed with widened eyes. 

“T ain’t cho heifer,” retorted Grean, “and you gon’ see what ’'m 
talkin’ bout. Don’t come to me when she runs out of food to eat.” 
Grean pointed to Sedora and scoffed, then spun around and walked 
out of the room. 

Grean was so angry her tongue was trembling, and she didn’t even 
notice that Vandivier was standing on the wall outside of the room. 
She passed him by, but Vandivier caught up with her pace and followed 
her on her trek down the hall. 

“Her mama is sickening ain’t she? I’m startin’ not to care for her 
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ass. She done’ henpecked her husband, and she doing the same with dem 
gals. Shame!” he said, breaking the silence between them. 

He’d heard every word that was said in the room. 

Grean ignored Vandivier’s gossip and walked even faster. 

“So what we gon’ do now?” he whispered, keeping the pace. 

“Answer me, Grean, cause this shit is fallin’ apart fast. Fast it’s 
falling and ya know it. Folks askin’ fa’answers. You do a lot of 
appeasing for this family, but you know this got to be give and take, or 
we—meaning us and everybody out in that Bayou—ain’t gon’ survive 
this when it gets bad. You know it’s only a matter of time before they 
get in here.” 

Grean shook her head, but she had no answers for Vandivier. 

“I thank I got an idea, but oh, it’s gon’ change everything,” Vandi- 
vier said as they walked out of the palace and down onto the courtyard 
steps. 

“What idea?” 

Vandivier took Grean’s arm, pulled her close, and whispered in 
her ear. 

Grean pulled back from him and stared at him as if he was insane. “I 

know. I know. But this is what we got to do; it’s our last chance,” 
Vandivier pleaded. 

“Awrite then,” Grean agreed, nodding her head. 

“Meet me back here tomorrow night at eight,” she said and 
continued to walk down the steps. 
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O fficer Sorrento threw his fist into Mama Stella’s front door as 

hard as he could. The door quaked from the abuse, and the 
violent vibration shook her house so ferociously it jolted the old lady 
right out of her sleep. 

“Ooh!” She sat up, her head swimming. Mama Stella hadn’t been 
asleep long and had just laid down after a full day of keeping watch 
over her house. 

She stepped out of bed, wearing a long, white nightgown. She 
grabbed a cast-iron skillet from the nightstand where she’d placed it 
for protection and slipped on her house shoes to scurry out of her 
room. 

Peeking her head out from the bedroom doorway at the end of the 
hall, she peered toward the front door. 

“Who is it!” she yelled at the door, holding the heavy skillet up 
beside her at head level. She was as jittery as a fish out of water. 

“Parish police, ma’am!” Officer Sorrento shouted through the door. 

“Parish police? What’chu want?” she feebly uttered with the pan 
shaking in her aged hands. 

“Ma’am, if you open the door, we can talk more easily. I can barely 
hear you,” Officer Sorrento replied. 
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Mama Stella walked out of the hallway as quietly as a cat and 
peeked out through the burgundy curtains that covered the windows. 

She saw a police car on the street in front of her house. 

“Goodness gracious what these people here for?” she muttered and 
hurriedly placed the pan on a chair in her front room so that she could 
twist the locks to open the door. 

“Good evening, ma’am. Sorry to bother so late,” Officer Sorrento 
said sarcastically and stepped into Mama Stella’s house. 

There were two other cops behind him. 

Mama Stella stared at them warily, alarmed that they pushed their 
way into her house without any invitation. 

“I didn’t say you can come in—” 

“Ma’am, I apologize for being bad-mannered,” Sorrento inter- 
rupted, “but there’s something real wicked going on around here, and I 
ain’t got much time for pleasantries.” Sorrento said. 

Detective Sorrento was in his forties. He was a tall, white man with 
a slim, athletic figure and a balding head. 

Mama Stella cut her eyes at him and looked at the other officers. 
They were white, both stocky, younger than officer Sorrento, and less 
ranked for sure. Their eyes showed a little more kindness than his. 

“When’s the last time you seen these people,” the cop to the left of 
Officer Sorrento blurted out, clearing his throat. 

He held up an old Doucette family portrait taken in Mama Stella’s 
house right after Baby Claude had been born. 

“Where’d you get dat?” Mama Stella said, surprised. 

“It was at your daughters’ house, but I think you already know 
that,” the young officer said suspiciously. 

“When is the last time you seen them? All of them?” Officer 
Sorrento snatched the picture from the other officer’s hand. 

Mama Stella looked into the officers’ eyes and knew her family was 
in real trouble. She shuffled to the front room and sat on the couch 
with the officers following her. 

Her eyes fell to the floor, and she eased her hands over her legs to 
rub them. 

“Well!?” Sorrento boomed. His deep, raspy voice jolted Mama Stel- 
la’s spine, and she involuntarily twitched in fear. The officers glanced at 
each other knowingly, aware that their captain was becoming upset. 
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“Tm thinking!” Mama Stella feebly protested. “I don’t know. I guess 
around this time, two Sundays ago at dinner. I guess. I can’t really 
remember. . . . I got the mis-memb’ring disease.” She looked into 
Officer Sorento’s eyes for any sign of pity. 

“Ma’am, while you thinking . . . you mind if we look around?” the 
officer to the right asked, beginning his search without waiting for a 
reply. 

The officer on the left followed him. 

“I—I don’t mind,” she lied and turned around to watch the officers 
walk in and out of her rooms. 

“Ma’am, you happen to know somebody that go by the name Leon, 
also known as... . Kenny?” Officer Sorrento stared at Mama Stella, 
redirecting her attention back to him. 

She turned to find his scolding hand aimed toward her face, a 
gesture warning that she dare not lie. 

Officer Sorento and Mama Stella stared at each other, neither 
flinching during the moments of silence that followed. 

The nerve of him to treat me like this! I’m old enough to be his grandma! 
Mama Stella thought. 

She assumed the man would have a bit of gentleness toward her 
because she was so old, but the most he could muster up for her was a 
“ma’am.” And for his part, he felt she was lucky to get that much 
respect. 

Oh no, don’t think. Just answer me. That'd be the best thing for you to do, he 
thought to himself as he glared at her with clenched teeth. 

“Well, do ya?!” he erupted. 

“Yes! Dat’s my son in law’s . . . good friend. They closer than 
brothers.” 

Officer Sorrento shifted his stance and shook his head angrily. 

“When’s the last time you seen ‘em then?” he demanded again. “I— 

I don’t remember. Maybe last Sunday too. I...1... think. I 
just don’t know! What’s all this about?” she asked. 

“Well, you can tell yo lies, miss, cause I got a warrant out for Leon’s 
arrest! For murder!’ And now kidnapping too . . . of this boy here.” 
Officer Sorrento pulled out a small photo of Armand and forced it in 
Mama Stella’s face. 

“Found a whole heap of blood at one of the last places this boy was 
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seen, which is yo daughter's house! And guess what . . . I’m betting my 
next check that boy was killed in that house, and now the rest of ya’s 
on the run, thinking they got away with murder.” 

“Just come clean, lady, so we can get on out of here,” demanded the 
officer on the left. “Where is Leon? He murdered that boy didn’t he?” 
He walked behind the couch where Mama Stella sat. 

“No, I don’t know nothing about no missing person. I never saw 
dat man before,” Mama Stella said, honestly. She had one memory in her 
brain recalling a young boy with Armand’s face from many years ago but 
she winced instead of mentioning it. 

Officer Sorrento drew close and stood over her. With his waist at 
her eye level, he placed his rarely washed finger under her chin and 
hoisted her head to stare straight into his eyes. 

“Listen to me, gal. You best tell them—all of ’em—to come on down 
to the station to see me. Cause if I catch em, it ain’t gon’ be pretty. I 
got them all on the hook, and that “Kenny”, he gon’ fry for what he 
did to me. Tell him Sorrento is back, and I’m looking for him.” Officer 
Sorrento withdrew his hand and released Mama Stella’s soft face. 

He then walked out of her house, with his partners following close 
behind, and Mama Stella rushed to the door to shut it behind them. 

She locked it, and with tears filling her eyes, she exhaled deeply. 

“Oh, Lord Jesus!” she moaned. Her heart was jumping in her chest. 

“I gotta call Dora!” she exclaimed on her way to the kitchen. She 
pulled the pot she used to cook red beans from the cabinet. 

“ALDORA!” She shouted her daughter’s name, but the empty pot 
didn’t speak back to her. 


ob 


A thunderstorm sat over the Kingdom, making the sky noisy and wet. 
The Bayou atmosphere often had unpredicted tropical storms that 
were beautiful in color but rained only in downpours. 

Tonight, the sky showered horizontal red and green raindrops that 
were so thick they fell like nails. 

The Doucette lineage used to fear the rain, lightning and storms 
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when they lived in the projects, but some of them were fast asleep or 
twirling their toes under the finest sheets in the world, wondering how 
they'd ever found a day such as this. 

Others were touring the palace, running up and down the halls, 
getting lost and feeling found. 

In the Iris, Annette lay in bed with Sedora, poking her finger in and 
out of a glass ball watch to turn the numbers. The magical watch fasci- 
nated her so much that she wanted one in pink. 

Josephine sat directly behind Sedora on the other side with a jar of 
grease she'd brought from her house. She ran her fingers deep inside of 
Sedora’s semi-old braid and greased her scalp. 

“Why yo scalp so hot, chile? It’s like touching a stove.” 

“Ain’t it strange?” Sedora replied. 

“And you know, sistah, I feel the heat, but it ain’t burnin’ me.” 

“Yeah, dat is strange. I ain’t never felt nothing like this before,” 
Josephine said. 

The girls heard footsteps and looked up to see Aldora walking into 
the room. “Come on, yall. It’s time for us to eat dinner. It’s raining real 
bad outside, so Grean said most of the chefs leaving the palace early 
tonight, so we got to eat now, and everybody else already ate.” 

“Ma, how you found dat out? Don’t tell me you went and tried to 
help the people cook?” Annette said. 

Annette, Josephine, and Sedora had been with each other all day. 
They had barely left Sedora’s room. Once Josephine started braiding 
Sedora’s hair, it felt too much like old times to stop. She shooed 
everyone away from them, her husband and son included. They had their 
own suite right down the hall from The Iris, but Claude knew 
Josephine wanted a little space to give Sedora some love. 

“No gal,” Aldora said. “I been resting my feets on the balcony in 
Vera's room with her and June, I was coming back in here to check on 
y all, and I ran into Grean.” 

“Good, cause dat’s embarrassing. Dem people don’t want you 
telling them how to cook,” Annette said. 

“Oh shut up, you. You just like being waited on!” Aldora teased. “Oh, 

I love it, Mama,” Annette interjected and sprawled herself out 
on the bed. 
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“Yeah,” Aldora replied. “And if you weren’t so focused on keeping 
your figure, you'd be eatin’ all day long.” 

Sedora chuckled and looked at Annette like, “Mama sho’ll told 
you.” 

The girls then changed into more comfortable clothes and left the 
room. They walked side by side towards the dining hall with their 
mother. 

The palace was filled with the sounds of a family reunion. 

People were stirring all over, and they still hadn’t come down from 
the high of staying in such a beautiful place and being treated like 
royalty. 

When the girls got to the dining hall, they noticed that there were 
just a few placemats set. And in the middle of a giant porcelain table, 
there was a golden bowl of steaming hot red beans and another bowl of 
stewed chicken. Beside it was a enormous loaf of cornbread and an 
array of sweet fruit that surrounded the delicate spread. 

Hmmmmm, it sme!s so good! Sedora thought in excitement. 

Dinner in the palace was slowly becoming her favorite time of the 
day. She sat down on the left side of the table, right next to her 
mother, while Annette took the seat at the head of the table and 
Josephine sat directly across from Sedora. 

Sedora inhaled the sweet scent and exhaled through her mouth. She 

was starving. Aldora grabbed two plates and started making 
Sedora’s plate. 

“Hmmmmm, it’s rollin’,” Annette said after making her plate to her 
liking. 

“Yeah, they put they whole leg in this cornbread,” Sedora 
commented. 

“Hmm, yeah, it is good,” Josephine said and took a steaming piece 
of chicken that dripped browned stew onto her golden plate. 

“Hmm, hmm,” Aldora muttered. She was always hard to please. 
That was the most the meal could get out of her. 

“Hmmmmm!” Sedora moaned dramatically, taking a huge spoonful 
of red beans and stuffing it into her mouth. “Even the beans is good, 
yall... spicy.” 

“Yep, tastes just like Mama Stella’s,” Annette said with a yawn. 

“Whew! I’m tired. What they have for dessert?” Annette asked, 
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but suddenly her eyes rolled to the back of her head. She leaned to the 
right and fell out of the chair onto the floor. 

“NETTY!” Aldora jumped up and screamed. 

But then she sat immediately back down, as she felt quite dizzy. 
Her eyes fluttered in front of her face as she struggled to stand up 
again. She saw Josephine collapse on the floor from the other side of 
the table and heard Sedora screaming her name. 

“MA! MA! MA!” Sedora screamed and shook her mother as Aldo- 
ra’s eyes shut. Sedora stood up from the table and hunched over her 
plate. 

She sniffed it and inhaled something strange. 

Her red beans smelled like a ton of oil. She sniffed the food once 
more but then fell back into her chair, which tipped over onto the 
floor. 

The final whiff was the edge over the cliff that the potion needed 
to incapacitate her. 

She heard footsteps on the talkative marble floors and through her 
half-open eyes, she saw the church shoes of at least five Tramps. 

Sedora weakly looked up and saw Grean staring down at her body. 

“Take her,” Grean ordered, then walked away. 


ob 


Thunder cracked the sky over its head, wildly unloading blue and white 
bolts of lightning and heavy rain down upon the Bayou like a stampede 
of frantic bulls. 

The thunder struck the sensitive tunnels in Sedora’s ears, and the 
lightning flashed through her closed, dirtied eyelids. 

With her left cheek planted in the mud, she awoke. 

“AH!” Sedora frantically lifted her head up. Freezing color coated 
water pounded the back of her neck, and rain pooled around her 
mouth and eyes. 

She looked to the sky and saw it flash both black and colored rain. 
She brought her hands to her eyes and wiped the muddy beads of rain 
from them. She was lying in the dirt clearing at the river's mouth on 
the east side of the riverbank—only a few feet from the water. 
Thunder cracked again. She’d never seen the Bayou so angered. 
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Sedora looked around her and trembled. 

Where am I!? she thought nervously. 

The woods and the water were her only company. She heard the 
rain disturbing the river, beating it with small, quick punches, and the 
current, which blackened at night, seemed to grow closer to her the 
longer she looked at it. She looked out into the water and could barely 
see where it began and ended. 

But her keen eyes saw the droplets bouncing back up from the 
surface and into the air like popcorn kernels. 

Sedora scooted away from the water’s edge, closer to the land and 
the woods. She then raised herself to her knees and crawled forward. Her 
freshly woven braids dragged in the wet mud. Eventually she was able to 
stand, but her head was still dizzy from the sleeping potion she’d 
ingested. 

She took one step in the mud and discovered that she was barefoot. 
They had taken her shoes from her. She straightened up tall. 

“Ma!” she called in a low, hoarse tone, hoping her mother and 
sisters were Somewhere near or in the woods. 

“Daddy!” 

CRACK! A branch somewhere high up and ahead of her answered 
instead of her father’s voice. 

CRACK! she heard once more, but from what sounded like a much 
bigger branch. 

“Mama? . . .” Sedora whispered and backed away from the woods. 
She edged closer to the water, as something tumbled out of the tall 
trees through the underbrush below. 

BOOM! A tree limb crashed onto the ground, submitting to the 
strength of the battering rain. 

The limb began to roll noisily out of the woods in the direction of 
the river. Sedora instinctively backed away even though the branch 
finally came to a stop still quite far away from her and the river. 
However, before she realized it, she had left the bank and waded back- 
wards into ankle-deep water at the edge of the river. 

Suddenly, a stiff breeze and hard breathing blew her braids over her 
shoulder. She turned around and saw the head of a giant gator facing 
her, the tip of its snout rising out of the water only yards away 
from her. 
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The beast was twice the size of a fishing boat. Though Sedora 
couldn’t see them under the water’s surface, the gator’s feet were thick 
stumps of scales and claws that sank into the river mud and gripped 
the river’s foundation as if binding a prisoner. The gator’s skin was 
tougher than metal, with large, sharp green spikes rising from the 
beast’s shoulders and protruding from underneath its belly. 

The gator boasted massive, swollen, pulsating muscles under its 
armor, the plate-sized scales of which protruded sharply and bore a 
lime green birthmark on each one. 

“Oh, my God!” Sedora shrieked and bolted back up onto the 
riverbank. 

The cleared portion of the bank stretched nearly a hundred feet 
before it reached the edge of the woods. Determined to get as far from 
the gator as possible, Sedora’s feet kicked through the wet dirt, her 
bare toes struggling to flee across the length of the open bank. 

The gator did not move. 

Its eyes trailed her steps. When Sedora had crossed about half the 
distance to the woods, the gator lifted one foot to draw itself up onto 
the land. Its foot was so massive that the water poured off its scales, 
creating waves in the river. The gator stomped onto the ground like an 
earthquake, rocking and shifting the ground under Sedora’s frantic 
feet. 

Sedora stumbled and fell into the soft mud, screaming with terror. 

“HELP! HELP!” She lifted herself one leg at a time, then darted 
towards the woods again. 

There was a loud rumble behind her, and the ground shifted again 
like an earthquake, tumbling Sedora again to the ground. Glancing 
upward she saw a giant shadow, the size of a space ship, soaring over 
her head and blocking the colored lightning strikes from the sky. 

A moment later, the shadow landed, BOOM!, and Sedora’s body 
bounced into the air. 

The massive gator had landed between her and the woods. 

“NOO!!!” she screamed. 

The gator swiveled its body, cutting her off from the woods, leaving 
Sedora to choose between him and the river. She turned and ran 
toward the water, knowing the river was a gator’s territory and that she 
could not swim. 
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Ican‘ go in the water! Dat thang gon’ eat me! she thought. 

“GREAN! HELP ME!” she shouted in the rain as she reached the 
river's edge. Sedora cautiously backed toward the water, but the wet 
ground of the steep embankment was caving beneath her feet, threat- 
ening to slide her into the water below. 

“PLEASE!” she wept. 

“I CAN’T DO THIS!” She gazed into the storm-struck sky. 

“PLEASE, I CAN’T DO IT!” she cried. 

THUMP! 

THUMP! 

THUMP! 

THUMP! 

The beast neared Sedora, each step shifting the drowning soil 
beneath her feet. Sedora turned to face the river but hesitated to jump 
in. The gator loomed behind her, its green and yellow eyes glowing 
intensely in the darkness. 

Then it attacked. 

It leaped into the air, mouth wide open, and snatched Sedora in its 
jaws full of sword-like teeth. 

“AHH!!!” she screamed. The gator bounced her between its teeth 
and tongue, trying to position its prey to be quickly swallowed. Sedora 
clung to one of its teeth as the gator tilted its head skyward, its mouth 
closing completely with Sedora inside. 

She thrust her hands in front of her face for protection as she felt 
the animals’ jaws crushing her body in the darkness. 

Then her screams could be heard no more. The beast swiveled its 
body around and marched back towards the water as the clear victor. 

Moments later, the beast suddenly stopped walking. Its jaws burst 
partly open, and Sedora could be seen struggling to pry open the 
animal’s clenched, wet teeth. She looked out and saw a tree in the 
woods across from the animal, and standing on a branch, there was a 
figure in a black cloak. 

The animal flopped on its back, rolling Sedora upside down. Its 
mouth shut again, and it tried to push her between two of his teeth to 
rip her apart. 

Sedora held her breath while the Gator maneuvered to crush her. 
She felt as if a skyscraper was crashing on her head. To make matters 
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worse, her hand was slipping from the tooth that had been her anchor 
for the past terrifying minute. 

“Oooh, help!” she sang out again, this time speaking directly to the 
figure in the tree. 

She knew she was about to die, but the shadow figure stood and 
watched without moving. The gator lifted its head toward the sky 
again and opened its mouth wide. 

Slipping into unconsciousness, Sedora felt her hand release the 
gator’s tooth and her body drop onto the beast’s massive tongue. 

GET UP! her mind screamed. 

Sliding downward into the gator’s throat, Sedora grabbed onto the 
animal’s rear-most tooth and with a burst of energy climbed through 
its mouth tooth-by-tooth like a spelunker. When she reached the front of 
its mouth, she positioned her foot and kicked as hard as she could. 

She heard the animal roar as a massive tooth flew spinning out of 
its mouth. 

Sedora slid through the newly opened space and dropped out onto 
the ground. She was wet with slime and death, coughing and struggling 
to breathe. 

The gator swung its head at her again, trying to pick her back up, 
but Sedora knew going back would mean her death. 

“NO!” She screamed and stood to her feet. She ran over and 
grabbed the large, bloody tooth from the ground, holding it up in front 
of her like a butcher’s knife. 

“GET AWAY FROM ME!” she yelled at the beast with a shaky 
hand. 

The gator leaped into the air and nearly squashed Sedora as it 
landed with a crash. Sedora dodged and ran toward the woods, but the 
animal launched at her again, this time snatching her from the ground 
and flinging her in its jaws as it scuttled down to the river and plunged 
into the water. 

The water rocked and bubbled as the beast submerged, and 
seconds later the only sound was the rain continuing to splash into the 
river. A full minute passed, then a bright yellow glow could be seen 
emerging under the water, then suddenly spreading like a bomb had 
exploded. Beneath the swell of water that resulted, Sedora emerged 
near the short and flung the giant gator by its tail onto land. 
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She was breathing hard, and her arms and hands glowed with elec- 
tricity. 

She rushed out of the water up onto the land, and the gator, which 
had by this time recovered its wits, charged her again. This time, 
however, she did not budge. 

The gator opened its mouth, anticipating the kill, and to its 
surprise Sedora leaped straight inside. She placed a hand against each of 
its jaws and pushed them apart as far as she could, breaking the 
animal’s capacity to move. 

Her face was screwed with anger. The electricity sent shocks 
through the beast as it fought and squirmed, but it was frozen in place 
by Sedora’s energy. 

Blood began to ooze from its scales. 

KILL IT! she heard the revolutionary lady from the red manor 
demanding again. Sedora then felt her insight returning. 

She pivoted out of the gator’s mouth and stood before it, the 
animal immediately locking its eyes with hers. There was deep anger and 
sadness in its eyes. They closed, and the beast passed out uncon- 
scious, dropping heavily to the ground. 


ob 


Armand opened his eyes and saw his father looking at him, his face 
filled with worry. 

“Thank God. Boy, you know what your mama would do to us if you 
die?” 

Rex gave his dad a light smile. “Dad,” he tried to speak. His throat 
was dry, and his voice wasn’t fully repaired. “Dad, where have you 
been?” 

“Son, I was here. All these years.” 

“You left us...” 

“Gawd, no! I would never. I didn’t leave, she. . . she didn’t let me 
leave,” Mr. Jay said solemnly. 

“Madina?” Armand asked. 

“Yeah, well, she wasn’t Madina when we met. She was going by 
another name. I didn’t find out her name was Madina till I got here. 
Son, this is all my fault. I called myself stepping out on yamama... 
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and before I even realized what I was doing .. . Iwas trapped. Madina 
showed me this place and told me I could never leave.” 

“Daddy, I can’t believe this. How could this happen to us?” Armand 
asked, dismayed. 

“You don’t know what this has done to my mama. She cries every 
night for you. She felt left behind. And1I...” Armand stopped himself 
from speaking as the pain ambushed him with unstoppable tears. 

“I know, son. I’ll never regret anything more than this. And then 
for her to do this to you... it’s sick. She knew you were my son.” 

“No, she couldn’t have.” Armand shook his head. “No, dat’s just .. . 
disgusting to think about.” 

“Son,” Mr. Jay grabbed Armand’s hand. 

“She knew. She met you when you was a boy. Remember, dat day 
you came home from school, and there was a woman in the kitchen 
sitting at the table. Dat was right before she took me...” 

Rex looked at his father and thought as hard as he could. He was 
only five years old then. “Dad, I remember some white woman...” 

“Son, it was her. You probably just ain’t knew she was black; dat’s 
why you remember her dat way. Dat was Madina. She went by another 
name back then, but she came telling me I had to tell ya mama I 
wanted a divorce, and right after dat, she took me.” 

“Fuck!” Armand exclaimed, the tears coming harder now. He felt 
violated and disgusted that Madina had sex with him and his father 
both. 

“This is too much. . .” He shook his head as if trying to dispel the 
thought. 

“For all these years I thought you was dead. We thought you was 
dead. You got to come home and explain this to mama. She deserves 
dat.” 

“Son, I can’t do dat.” 

“Why?” 

“Cause I am dead.” 


ob 


“Get up, baby, you did it. It’s over. I knew you could do it.” 
“Mama?” Sedora opened one eye, confused. She was laying on her 
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side. She had fallen asleep from exhaustion after the battle on her life 
and had been sleeping for hours since. 

The sun was just coming up and displaying a bright pink sky. 

But it was not her mother awakening her from her nightmares, 
instead it was Grean bending over her. 

“Don’t touch me!” Sedora cried. “You almost got me killed!” 

“No, no, I would never hurt you, girl,” Grean declared. “You 
remember what I told yo people . . . dat I always knew you could beat 
the gator. You just didn’t know it.” 

“No! You had no right to do dat to me! I don’t care what you 
thought. It still wasn’t right . . .I ain’t want to do it! you crazy and I 
don’t want you nowhere around me. Get away!” Sedora backed her 
body away from Grean and stared at her with broken trust. 

“Okay, girl,” Grean said and stepped away from her. “I know you 
don’t understand S. Bonds, but I had to do this to you. You are the 
only one who could have gotten this gator out of dat water. Without 
you, people would starve, start killing each other, or worse. We had no 
choice, suga.” 

S. Bonds looked and saw the gator sprawled on its back near her, 
belly up. The animal was of an unbelievable size, even more clearly so 
in the daytime. 

“You see? You did dat. You so strong!” Grean said with a proud 
smile. 

For the first time in days, she was feeling genuine hope. 

“Is it dead?” Grean yelled to Vandivier, who was standing atop the 
neck of the monster. 

“Just about. Heartbeat is just about gone now.” 

“Take out the heart and throw it back in the water,” Grean 
instructed. 

“No!” Sedora said. “Don’t kill her.” 

“Her?” Grean responded, confused. 

“Yes...... It’s a girl.” 

“But why? We have to kill it. If it gets its strength back, everything 
you went through will be for nothing.” 

“The way it looked at me right before—” Sedora began. “Just some- 
thing tells me it'll stop messin’ with y’all now, for good.” 

“Okay, baby. I'll keep it alive as long as you right.” Grean reached 


331 


THE KINGDOM ON THE BAYOU 


her hand down to lift Sedora from the ground. Sedora grabbed it and 
stood, then brushed the dirt and grime from her body. 

“There go them brown eyes,” Grean said approvingly. 

“Come on, let’s go get breakfast. There’s someone who’s been 


waiting for me to come to get you all mawnin’,” Grean said with a 
smile. 
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Chapter Twenty-Five 


ON THE AIR 


: 
? 


HAT’S HAPPENIN’, you ole disco feenin’ bayou folk! 

How yall doin this mawnin’? It’s Mr. Superstition. The 
brotha that’s cooler than the wind in the winter. The one you run to 
for all yo bayou bulletins!” The host of the Funky Bayou, Mr. Supersti- 
tion, spoke into a rusted microphone while spinning a funky beat on 
his turntables. 

Mr. Superstition had the most popular radio station in the 
Kingdom and recorded from an underwater treehouse in a top-secret 
location. 

“Get up! Get up! It’s Tuesday mawnin’ once again! Parade day done 
moved in on us overnight! Can y’all believe it?” he asked his morning 
listeners, as if all forty thousand of them were sitting right in front 
of him. 

“How yall doin’ on this fine, lovely day? I heard yall out here feel- 
ing’ scared?” he asked. “Oooo-wee, it’s true! I can hear y'all shivering in 
y all boots!” he blurted a second later. 

“Huh, baby?” He lifted the left side of his lip, exposing his golden 
side tooth, and placed his ear to the microphone. He could not hear 
his fans, but Mr. Superstition imagined he could. 

“What’chu mean you don’t know how ya feel about everything, 
sistah?” He turned his head to the left and pretended as if there was a 
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woman next to him, whispering all her worries into his ear. “Well, don’t 
none of yall dare worry. I ain’t gon’ leave y’all in that water by y’all 
self!” 

“T got a philosophy that I’m swinging right atcha’ll like Jackie, and 
it’s gon’ ease y’all mind like a cool spread of butter on white bread. 
This mawnin’ I received a letter from the Plais d’Orléans, and it’s 
addressed to every single one of you! Can ya dig it? Yall, I read it this 
morning and passed out three times. My baby had to check my pulse, 
yeeahhh.” 

“So don’t move an inch! The letter from the palace is being read 
right here, only on The Funky Bayou. Hey you, yeah you! Don’t act like 
you ain’t heard me. Be cool and stay right there. I SAID IT’S coming 
up in fiiiveee, not ten, brotha.” He deepened his voice for effect. 

“Aw, what’s the letter say, Daddy? What the letter say? Why won’t’ 
cha just tell me?” Mr. Superstition’s bride of the month asked. 

Her name was Honeypot, and she was a tall, slender white woman 
who sported a strawberry blonde afro and chewed gum like it was a 
sport. 

She lit a joint for him and placed it to his lips. 

Mr. Superstition placed the side of his mouth on the joint and 
sucked it nearly dry. “Dawlin, ain’t it a little too early to be poking yo 
nose in my bidness?” the radioman said and blew smoke from his 
nostrils. 

He then swiveled around in his chair and plucked his afro in a 
mirror hanging on the wall behind him. The wall hosted hundreds of 
plaques and awards he’d won in his past life. 

Mr. Superstition was a famed guitarist and had owned his own 
station near the Gert Town neighborhood of New Orleans before he 
died. So, when he was reborn, his accolades were as well. He looked at 
his achievements every time he got ready to tell the Bayou something 
important. He needed a reminder of all he’d gained to get rid of the 
nerves that tried to sneak up on him when he performed for them. 

“Folks, it is now 6:30 a.m. on the dot, and you have tuned into the 
funky side of the galaxy. Take the molasses out ya ass and pay attention 
to this and only this.” He moved the mic away from his face and 
cleared his throat. 

“Tam known to bea brotha of mystery, obscene and cryptic, dat’s 
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what they say about me behind my back, I’m knowing! But this morn- 
ing, Ima be straight with you. Nobody else but you! In my left hand I 
have my drank. Oh yeah, I’m drinking early, baby. And in my right I 
have an official, gold plated letter so solid it won’t even bend! And it’s 
straight off the tip-top lips of the palace head—whoever the hell is up 
in there running things now dat the Queen gone. Baby, they toll me to 
tell y’all .. . dat we WILL have our parades today.” 

Honeypot gasped and threw her hand to her mouth. 

“BUT WAIT, BEFORE YOU RUSH DOWN TO THE CAPI- 
TAL, THERE’S SOMETHIN’ YOU NEED TA’ KNOW.” 

“Instead of the morning, chile, our parade will be in the darkest 
depths of the night. Yes, we will have our first NIGHT parade ever. 
Oh, I’m so excited. Get ready to inject y’all boogie into this one. The 
palace said there will be a major surprise for all of us. The last line 
reads that it will be an unforgettable night.” 

“See you all there, at seven, and as always, attendance is 
MANDATORY.” 


ob 


Sedora touched the brick on the side of a little art parlor with pink 
shutters and white paint to make sure The Queen’s Quarter was not all 
one majestic mirage. 

Grean led her down the streets of the Bayou’s French Quarter, with 
Vandivier guarding them from close behind. The bustling magical 
downtown captivated Sedora, who watched bewitched flying creatures 
vanish in and out of the rows of old buildings. The buildings had 
bigger-than-life creole and Cajun attitudes and could even talk: 
because they were full of ghosts, the walls and shadows were always 
discussing scandalous things that many of the walking magic folks 
would have loved to hear. 

The ghosts knew everything. 

The white brick rubbed its grooves across the inside of Sedora’s 
fingers in friendly greeting. 

She snatched her hand back from it in alarm. “I feel like I’m 
walking in a dream,” she said. 
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Sedora and Grean passed a store with clutter across all of its 
windows. 

She saw hundreds of small antique things inside wrestling to steal 
the attention of passersby because the store was older and less flashy 
than the other businesses around it. Sedora stopped and placed her 
hand on the storefront window and peeked inside. 

“You wanna go in there right quick, baby?” Grean asked with a 
lifted brow. She walked inside the store before Sedora could answer. 

“I guess,” Sedora said and followed her inside. The store smelled 
old, as if breathing the air would age you by the second. Small particles 
of dust floated freely, and the air conditioner clearly didn’t work. The 
store was small but filled with rows of brown-clothed tables and round 
stands with everything from teacups to stained umbrellas, gold jewelry, 
and hundreds of big-eyed, soft-haired dolls of every color and shade. 

Sedora saw a stale piece of white paper fanning behind the counter. It 
then bounced up in the air and sauntered towards her. The napkin sized 
paper whisked behind her back. Sedora turned her head to follow it. 

“Whatchu need?” she heard the piece of paper speak. 

Sedora looked around in shock and stepped back. 

“You ain’t hea me?” The piece of paper fanned itself harder and 
whisked in front of her face. “Aw lawd, this child must be deaf,” the 
paper moaned in frustration. 

Grean walked to the back of the store and watched the ordeal with 
a smirk. 

“It’s too damn hot for this,” the paper fussed, then the appearance 
of a person slowly started to surround the napkin paper. Suddenly 
Sedora saw an older woman holding the paper, fanning it while sweat 
beaded on all her visible skin. 

The woman was brown-skinned, with a short afro, and wore a long 
brown dress. 

“Oh, my goodness gracious!” Sedora said and gazed at the woman 
in wonder. Sedora’s mind registered the woman’s face and felt it 
vaguely in her memory. 

“How'd you do dat?” Sedora asked. 

“Do what, baby? Manifestin’?” The old woman fanned the sweat 
from her face. 
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“You can just make people see you whenever you feel like it?” 

“Oh yeah. You ain’t know?” 

“Gal, yeah, I’m a ghost, but I ain’t gotta be invisible less I wanna 
be.” The woman smirked. 

“Oh, my...” Sedora held her chest. 

“Who you? I ain’t never seen you in the Bayou before,” the woman 
asked suspiciously and looked outside at Vandivier, who was standing 
guard by the door. 

“I’m S. Bonds.” 

“Oh, okay,” the woman answered skeptically, wanting to know 
more. “So, what brings you in my sto’?” 

“Well, we was walking and 1... I guess it caught my eye.” 

“How so?” the woman asked. 

“When I was a girl, my daddy used to take me and my brother to 
the quarters, and we could pick almost any store to get something real 
small from. So, we’d always go to a store that reminds me a lot of this 
place,” Sedora explained. 

“I can’t remember the name, but it was off Dumaine street and.. .” 

“And Royal?” the woman said. 

“Yeah,” Sedora answered quickly. “It sholl was. You know it?” 

“I own it . . . well, owned it. Some white folks own it na after my 
grand churn lost it when I passed,” the ghost explained. 

“Aw wow, I hadn’t been there in years. Not since my brother passed, 
so I didn’t even know you lost it. I knew I remembered this place from 
somewhere. It’s sad you died, ma’am. Sorry.” Sedora mumbled softly. 

“Thank ya, baby. It ain’t really that sad tho’. Thang about it is, 
when I died, I woke up right in here—right back in my shop that I 
worked so hard for.” 

“Ya kidding?” Sedora said in shock. 

“I ain’t. And it happened to a lot of people the same way it 
happened to me. If you notice, around here a lotta thangs is in the 
same place it is in the city. It’s just on its second life, if that makes any 
sense. Even though my shop ain’t dead, it was born in here cause I’m 
here, ya see.” 

“Yeah, I see.” 

“And why you here?” the woman asked. 

“I died too. But I guess the world wouldn’t through with me yet.” 
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Sedora said, then turned to walk through the rows of items. After 
browsing for a minute or so, she selected a tiny glass globe with every 
ocean on it and red lines that mapped out every continent of the 
world. As Sedora picked it up, the glass globe began rotating in her 
hand. 

“Aw, my brother would have loved this. Seeing all the water and 
things. He loved water,” Sedora said. She continued wandering around 
the store, picking up several other pieces. 

Grean emerged from the back of the store and pulled four Mardi 
Gras two-dollar bills from out of thin air. 

“Keep the change, Zina,” Grean said as they checked out at the 
front counter. Zina placed Sedora’s trinkets in a small drawstring bag. 

“Nice meeting ya . .. or seeing you again, ma’am.” 

“You too, baby,” Zina said and faded into invisibility again. 

“Where we going now, Grean?” Sedora asked warily. “Are you gon’ 
bring me back to the palace real soon?” Sedora looked up at the sun. 
The day was early but still aging. She knew her mother had to be 
worried to death about where she was. 

“You troubled about your family?” 

“Hmmmph, I know they probably think ’'m hurt or something,” 
Sedora said. 

“Don’t worry, I left a message for them dat you okay and dat you 
gon’ be with me for the day.” 

“The day?” Sedora said, widening her eyes. 

She stopped walking. “No,” she said, shaking her head at Grean. 

“I need to go back now. I don’t know you like dat.” 

“I can’t take you back” Grean said and continued walking ahead. 

“You can come with me or go find your own way back to the palace. 
I won't stop you.” 

Sedora looked around at all the buildings. There were hundreds of 
them, and the busy streets seemed to stare at her. She groaned, 
wanting no part of being lost, and sprinted to catch up with Grean. 
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“Is this true?” Sedora asked, her eyes surging with shock 
“Yeah! He ain’t lying. Gerald was one of the first people to come 
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here after me. He know mo’bout this place than most,” Grean 
answered. 

“So I can go..,find my house here?” She whispered to Gerald. 

“Yeah, chile, I’ve found it to be so. Somebody else may be living in 
it, but it’s here. Everything that was born there comes through here in 
some kind of way,” Gerald explained, refilling Sedora’s empty glass of 
orange juice. 

Grean had taken Sedora to Cafe Adele’s for a late breakfast. 

“You full baby?” Mr. Gerald asked Sedora. “I can get them to whip 
you up another egg and cheese sandwich.” 

“No, sir. I’m full,” Sedora answered and stuffed a lone piece of 
sausage into her mouth. 

Grean stared at Sedora while she ate and only turned her head a 
moment before Sedora realized that she was staring. 

“So, if Grean is a sorceress .. . what are you, Mr. Gerald?” 

“I’m a low-grade sorcerer. I don’t know all the tricks most know. I 
usually use my magic to make sure everybody drinks taste good, ya 
know?” 

“Yall ever watched them old movies that come on in the night?” 
Sedora asked. 

“You mean the ones where a chair would just start rocking in a 
spooky house?” 

“Yeah, is stuff like dat .. . real?” Sedora asked with curious eyes. 

“Of course, it is,” Grean responded. 

“Honey, if I got a chair right now at my house in the back of the 
bayou and one under the Claiborne bridge with the same soul, I can 
make em both rock.” 

Mr. Gerald nodded his head in agreement. 

“Ummmph, dat’s da truth! it’s still the same soul in all dat stuff. All 
of it. Long as dat soul still livin’, we always gon be around. Can’t sepa- 
rate ya self from that.” Mr. Gerald seemed lost in thought for a 
moment. 

He continued, “Ya know it really make sense too, cause looka, New 
Orleans is the most soul-filled place in the whole world. We so soulful we 
put a lil livin spirit in everythang! See, all these lil houses and 
bidnesses are the same, but they on a different journey now. A different 
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path, a new experience before the soul finally dies out and goes on 
home... hopefully, to Gawd.” 

“Ya know, dat’s kind of beautiful,” Sedora said. “Why all this 
happen?” 

“I think it happened because we got too much soul, and now we 
full of it.” 

“Yeah, dat’s it. We full of it,” Grean added. 


ny 


“Where we goin’ now, Grean?” Sedora asked. 

She and Grean were walking along a high levee embankment just 
outside of the Queen’s Quarter. 

There were miles of swollen water running at the bottom of the 
levee, and Sedora stared at her footsteps, reminding herself not to trip 
and fall into it. On the water were steamboats and fishing boats enthu- 
siastically drifting down the river. 

“It’s a surprise cher,” Grean answered, “but I know it’s someplace 
you really gonna like.” 

“You know who you remind me of, Grean?” Sedora said. 

“Your maw maw, Stella?” Grean said. 

“Yeah! How'd you know my maw maw?” 

“T just did. Dat’s a nice compliment. She’s a forceful woman, from 
what I hear.” 

“Well, it’s not really a compliment. I guess Ijust mean you do a lot 
of telling people what to do and don’t really explain a lot. Dat’s kind of 
what I mean, I guess,” Sedora said awkwardly. 

Grean laughed. “Who knew you was funny?” 

Grean suddenly walked down the land side of the levee embank- 
ment, into a neighborhood located about a mile outside the city 
square. 

“This look like Algiers,” Sedora said, referring to an old neighbor- 
hood in New Orleans where steamboats sailed up and down the river 
all day, creating an illusion that houses were floating on the water as 
the boats passed by. 

Grean and Sedora continued walking for quite a long time, enjoying 
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the view, until they finally came upon a small green building. It 
displayed no name, just a red cross on the outside above the door. 

They walked in. Sedora immediately noticed a sterile odor. 

“Wait here,” Grean said. “I just got to check on somebody, and Ill 
be right back.” 

Grean walked through two old heavy wooden swing doors to the 
left of them. Sedora peeked through a crack in the door and saw ten 
beds filled with moaning, sick spirits. 

“He what!?” Sedora heard Grean yell. 

“It’s true, I saw it,” someone whispered loudly to Grean. 

“Took him right out of that bed down there.” 

Grean whisked around and burst through the doors. “Sorry, baby, we 
have to go. I was gon’ bring you to see your friend, but he’s not here 
anymore.” 

Sedora shook her head in confusion, “What friend?” 

“The one you made me run all up and down the bayou to go 
get... Armand.” 

Sedora’s breathing halted. She started to sweat, and nervously 
began fixing herself. “Well . . . well, where is he?” she asked. 

“I don’t know,” Grean responded, “but I’m damn sure about to find 
out.” She lifted her wrist and poked a finger into her white glass ball 
watch. 

“Vandivier, come back and meet me at the hospital in the Queen’s 
Algiers. We lost Madina’s lover. They sayin’ Mr. Jay took em.” 
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Armand woke up and twisted his aching body out of his sickbed. 

“Woah, woah,” Mr. Jay’s best friend, Andy cautioned. “Don’t move 
too fast, son. Ya daddy toll me to watch out for ya while he go run and 
grab ya some lunch. He say it’s high time you eat.” 

“T feel...dizzy.” Armand touched his head. 

“Yeah, dat’s all that mercury the Doc been putting in ya. It’s the 
same as drugs really, and ya body on a high.” 

Armand placed his feet on the floor and found his head hard to 
raise. His ten large toes stared up at him. 

“Why my feets so clean?” he lifted his head and asked. 
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“Boy, ya daddy been cleaning yo natural ass every day since you 
been here, scrubbing the crust right from under ya toenails so you’d be 
comfortable while getting better.” 

“Knock! Knock! Open up,” Mr. Jay could be heard yelling through 
the office door. 

A moment later he walked into the office with two bags of hot 
donuts. He closed the door behind him and looked to the bed where 
Armand was now awake. 

“Look at my boy! You lookin’ damn good, son!” 

Armand smiled, embarrassed. 

“What you brought?” Armand asked. 

“I got you some—” 

BOOM! 

The door flew off of the hinges and slammed into the wall across 
the room. 

Six Tramps then stormed in and went to Armand’s bed. 

“Tried to get away, huh, sucka?!” a Tramp accused Armand. 

“NO, leave’em lone!” Armand’s father screamed at the Tramps. 

The Tramps quickly grabbed Armand, Mr. Jay, and his friend, Andy, 
before they had time to react further. 

Grean walked into the room. “Jay! What were you thinking!” Grean 
demanded. 

A Tramp held Mr. Jay by the neck. “Grean, I don’t know what my 
boy did to you, but got-dammit you gon turn’em loose! Turn’em loose 
right na!” he hollered, the strained breaths rasping in his throat. 

“Your boy?” Grean said, her face of stone suddenly softening. 

Her mind processed the words. 

She looked at Mr. Jays’ face, then at Armand’s. 

“Oh, no,” she said. 

Sedora was standing outside the door with her back pressed against 
the wall, fearfully listening to every word. 

Please don’t hurt him. Please! she begged to herself, but no one could 
hear her. 

“This boy’s your son, Mr. Jay?” Vandivier queried. 

“Yes, my one and only.” 

“Well, ain’t that something!” Grean said with astonishment. 

Sedora slid her body along the wall and peeked inside the tight 
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office space to see Armand being held up by his neck. She then drifted 
to the middle of the doorway. 

“You!” she heard Armand scoff. 

He squinted his eye and shook his head, his large neck heaving and 
his nostrils flaring. 

Sedora gasped and high-tailed out of the room, breathing hard and 
feeling embarrassed . .. and in the wrong. 

“Drop ‘em,” Grean commanded, and the Tramps released all 
three men. 

“Jay, you mean to tell me she slept with you and your—" Grean 
began to ask. 

“Yes.” 

“Oh, brotha, dat’s criminal!” Vandivier commented. 

“What you gon’ do to him, Grean? You know I can’t let you hurt 
my boy.” Mr. Jay’s face was determined. 

Grean sighed. “After the parade tonight, we'll meet and talk then.” 

“There’s a parade tonight?” Mr. Jays’ friend, Andy, asked. 

“Yes, mandatory too. Make sure youre all there,” Vandivier 
answered. 

“And Jay, don’t run,” Grean said, giving him a dire stare. 
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Grean and Sedora went to the first streetcar stop near the hospital. 

“Where we goin’ now?” Sedora asked. 

“To my house. I want to lay down for a while,” Grean said and ran 
her fingers over her legs. 

“I’m sorry you had to see that. That boy Rex is always up to some- 
thing. Tried to bring you to see him alive today, cause I thought it 
would make up for last night, but he had the nerve to be missing after 
I spared his life. I can’t trust him, and I don’t think I ever will.” 

“Well, if you thank you can’t trust him, it ain’t no use in him doing 
much of anything right. Seem like no matter what he do, he can’t help 
himself out of trouble,” Sedora said with a pouty attitude. 

“Why you worrying bout his troubles? You like dat boy, don’t cha?” 

“No, I don’t,” Sedora insisted. “I’m just saying, you were awfully 
mean to him back there . . . for no reason.” 
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“How so, baby?” 

“Well, you keep trying to hurt him. Dat’s not nice. And you hardly 
let him talk.” 

“Yeah, maybe you right.” Grean sighed. “But you know youse a 
hypocrite, huh?” she rejoined. 

“What’chu mean?” Sedora responded in surprise. 

“You carrying on about me not letting this boy talk, but when do 
you ever tell your family to let you talk?” 

Sedora looked at Grean in silence. She then stared straight ahead 
and did not speak. The streetcar, filled with families and city workers, 
pulled up on a pillowy bed of yellow smoke. Oddly, Sedora didn’t feel 
squeamish around them. She stared at their wings, fanged teeth, and 
other exceptional features without blinking an eye. 

“Come on,” Grean said and boarded the streetcar. She walked 
Sedora all the way to the back of the bus, where the band would 
normally sit. Sedora looked out the window as the Kingdom passed by in 
a million moments. 

“Why you think I spent this day with you, gal?” Grean asked 
Sedora. 

Sedora shrugged her shoulders. 

“T had to take you away from them because I couldn’t even hear 
you. Who knew under all this hair, and this beautiful sweet face, you 
had so much to say. I’m amazed. How can you live like dat? Not having 
a voice?” 

Sedora rubbed her arms. “You don’t know me, I talk a lot,” Sedora 
muttered. 

“Tt ain’t just about talking baby. You let people speak for you... 
argue for you. Folks hold yo hand like you some kinda child. You let all 
these people come and drive your soul. You know people think you 
crazy, huh?” 

“But I am—” Sedora began. 

“Girl, ain’t nothing crazy about you!” Grean hollered. 

“You ain’t crazy; you weak. You done convinced everybody in your 
world who love you too much that you get lost without em, But don’t 
worry, I’m gon’ help you find the right key to play to. Cause I don’t love 
you like they do.” 
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Grean walked into her home and shut the door. 

Sedora stood close to the door and peered at the decorative house, 
which reminded her of a museum. Hundreds of pictures filled just one 
room, along with small, shiny antique cars, dozens of bells, plenty of 
umbrellas, and a bunch of dolls that moved, as Sedora could see out 
the corner of her eye. 

“Come here, I’d like to show you something.” Grean sat down on 
her couch and lifted her hand, directing it at a bookshelf. 

Suddenly three photo albums flew from a shelf, two of which 
landed on Sedora’s lap, startling her. The other flew onto Grean’s lap. 

Grean opened the album on her lap, revealing it to be furnished 
with pictures of little magical children, babies for which the bayou 
could not find a place. 

“Wow, who are these little loves?” Sedora asked, feeling the pages. 

She saw a chunky, brown-skin baby, who looked to be no more than 
six months and had magenta-colored pupils. There were toddlers flying 
through the air and dozens of older kids who had been photographed 
reading books while upside down. Sedora was fascinated to see the 
gifted kids. 

“They special, aren’t they?” Grean asked. 

“Yes. I’ve wished I could fly all my life, and they can do it with 
ease,” Sedora said. 

The two looked through all three of the photo albums, and Grean 
had a story for every child and every picture. It took hours, but she 
told Sedora what became of each of the children, and after Grean was 
finished with all three albums, she lifted her hand again and called 
another, newer volume from the shelf. 

It landed on Sedora’s lap. Sedora opened the book and saw that 
only the first few pages had been filled in, with pictures of about fifty 
kids. Sedora caressed her thumb across the top of a photo dated a 
month before the current date. 

“These pictures is recent?” 

“Yes. You could go see all these churns tomorrow if you wanted. 
They gon’ be there for a few years.” 
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“I never seen treasure nobody ain’t running to get. Them children 
look so precious,” Sedora said. 

“Baby, folks don’t want no extra kids. Dat’s why they there. It’s the 
same here as it is on the other side. Dat’s why I take care of em. I take 
care of everybody.” 

“I see that. My mama takes care of all of us too.” Sedora smiled 
small and sweet. 

“Hmmph, and speaking of treasure . . .” Grean stood up from the 
couch and walked into her bedroom, shutting the door behind her. 
Sedora heard Grean’s heavy feet moving around in the room. She 
looked out through the window and saw that the sun was going down. 

“Grean, are we gettin’ ready to go back? Look like it’s gettin’ late.” 
Sedora got up and went to Grean’s kitchen, where there was another 
window. 

“Yeah, baby, in a minute. I just wanted to show you something 
before I take you back,” Grean called out. 

At that moment, Grean’s front door opened, and Vandivier came 
in. Right outside the front door, there stood a host of Tramps behind 
him. Vandivier wore a broad smile a mile wider than usual, and he was 
full of sweat. He pulled out a blue handkerchief. 

“How was your day, baby?” Vandivier asked. 

“Good,” Sedora said uncomfortably and looked down at her lap. 

“Awright, gal, I’m coming out,” Grean announced from her 
bedroom. “I got a gift for you. Shut’cha eyes for me.” 

Grean walked out of the room, holding something behind her back. 

Sedora looked to Vandivier, and his mouth opened, exposing his 
terrifyingly sharp teeth. 

She then shut her eyes tight and stiffened her fists, beginning to 
feel anxious. Suddenly, she heard whispers all around her. 

“Open,” Grean said. When Sedora opened her eyes, the room was 
filled with at least fifteen smiling Tramps. 

“Do you want it?’ Grean asked her, holding out in her hand the 
most valuable thing she owned. 

Sedora first looked down at Grean’s hands, then back up to Grean’s 
eyes, with her heartbeat racing. 

“Want... want... what? That?” she stuttered and pointed at 
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Grean’s open palms that held a glowing black and purple Mardi Gras 
crown. 

“All of it. The Kingdom . . . the palace, the freedom, the children, 
its demons, its evils, its souls. Do you want it all, at its best and at its 
worse? Do you want to be its keeper, its mother, punisher, and 
protector?” 

“Sedora Bonds, the people need a leader. Do you want to be the 
new Queen of the Bayou?” 
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“GOD, NO!” Sedora shook her head and screamed in horror. 

“I can’t! Ican’t be Queen, y'all. No!” 

The smiles subsided from the Tramp's faces. They looked at each 
other and sulked, looking as if waves had struck them and thrust them 
out to the sea. 

Grean grabbed Sedora’s arm and yanked her from the couch, drag- 
ging Sedora towards her room. 

“Stop!” Sedora snatched her arm from Grean’s. 

“Come in here and look at this!” Grean demanded. 

Sedora looked at Grean and slowly walked into her bedroom. 
When Sedora entered, she saw the artwork of pure terror. 

All over Greans walls, Sedora saw their faces, their names, their 
strengths, all pictured in a large mural that spanned the paneling of 
Grean’s room. It was a collage of the devils that would certainly come 
after them. 

There were hundreds of them and they were just the worst of their 
kind. 

“What is this?” Sedora asked. 

“This is how you and everybody you love die if you don’t wake up 
and realize the responsibility that you have!” Grean answered. 

“How do you think Madina stayed the Queen as long as she did? 
The same powers that coursed through her are running through you, and 
you have to use them to protect all of us from THEM. Or you willdie, 
and you will die without ever getting your soul back.” 

My soul? Sedora thought as flashbacks of the nightmare she had 
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before her death filled her head. She then realized the dream was real 
—that the man in the mirror really did take her soul from her. 

“Dat was real?” Sedora gasped. 

“Yes. It’s all real!” 

“Sedora, these demons are alive, and I’m sorry dat you can’t under- 
stand this, but they are coming to put us in the GROUND! THEY ARE 
COMING!” 

Sedora looked at the center of the collage and saw a mighty figure 
pictured there. 

“Who ... who is that?” 

“Baron, Madina’s brother. Sedora, you have to—” 

“No!” Sedora interrupted. “I can’t be Madina! I can’t be anybody’s 
Queen! I want to go. NOW!” Sedora walked out of the room with tears 
in her eyes. 

She dropped onto the couch and covered her face with her hands. 
Grean followed her out but said nothing further to her. 

Vandivier sighed deeply and shook his head at Sedora. 

Stepping close to him, Grean whispered urgently, “Be sure she 
doesn’t leave. Tonight will be the last parade, and if she won’t help us, 
we won't make it to the end of the week.” 

Grean went back into her room and shut the door. She lay on her 
bed and silently sobbed. The minutes passed, and a glance at her watch 
revealed that it was already 6:30 p.m., nearly time for the parade. 

Sitting up suddenly, she snapped her fingers and vanished into thin air. 


ny 


Vandivier walked out of Grean’s house with Sedora following behind 
him. He looked down the street and saw what seemed like the entire 
neighborhood packing themselves on the streetcar to head down to 
the Queen’s Quarters. 

He looked at the crowd and then at Sedora, who seemed eager to 
board. 

Vandivier went to the back of the unendingly long line, knowing he 
could have easily gone to the front of the line. He pretended to be 
impatient. 
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When the streetcar became full, the conductor pulled away. 

“We missed it!” Sedora said in distress. 

Vandivier sat down on the small trolley stop bench and stared at 
Sedora. 

“What?” she said, tilting her head. 

“Just tell me why you won’t do it?” Vandivier asked. “Why won’t 
you fight and give yourself a chance? Give all us a chance?” 

“I just—can’t. Dat’s not who I am.” 

“Maybe, if I was somebody else . . . Netty, Josephine, or mama. 
Maybe I could see it, but ’m not...’m just me.” Sedora continued 
solemnly. 

“Let me ask you this: who almost killed a big ass gator last night, 
was it you or was it Netty, your Maw, and Josephine? All them together 
can’t do what you can do, S. Bonds.” he responded in a skeptical tone. 

He paused, then continued gravely. “We in big trouble, S. Bonds. 
Why won’t you do something about it? Just try,” he implored her. 

Sedora exhaled and looked Vandivier in the eyes. 

Vandivier looked down at his watch. The time was 6:45. 

“What’cha gon do, baby?” he asked, looking directly at her. “You 
gon’ kiss that old sad life goodbye or what?” 

Sedora tilted her head back and stood just as the next streetcar was 
rolling down the street to pick them up. 
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Memories of the night she’d lost her sweet Madeleine wouldn’t allow 
Madina to have any night parades. 

She knew she would have forgotten that she’d forced everything 
with lips to smile at her. Her mind would turn murderous faster than 
she could catch it and convince her that the citizens of her Bayou were 
laughing at her loss instead of praising her, stopping her from having 
eternity with her only child, as they did every day by simply existing. 

No, she couldn’t see them in the night. She knew she’d heat their 
blood and everything else in sight with her fire. 

So, when thousands gathered in the streets of the Bayou on the 
very first night parade, the people felt unchained but at the same time 
deathly uncomfortable. 
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Their excitement came in waves, but still they couldn’t forget that 
they were a traumatized and abused people. And when the floats didn’t 
roll at 7:00 p.m. like Mr. Superstition had promised they would on the 
radio that morning, some of them felt trapped and smelled danger. 

“It’s already 8:00, and ain’t one damn float rolled yet. I thank we 
should go sneak off and wait it out!” One mother insisted to her 
husband as they waited. 

“Yeah, baby, I thank you right. There're no dancers, I don’t hear 
nothing .. . nothing but us.” 

“Oh Lawd, it’s a trap, ain’t it!” another person exclaimed, over- 
hearing the conversation. 

“It’s a trap? Run!” someone else screamed over the crowd, causing a 
group of paraders to scramble and scatter like ants. 

The Tramps descended on the crowd quickly, stopping the flood of 
fear just in time. They held them in place like a brick wall. 

“Go back to the front and wait on the parade!” The Tramps yelled 
at them. “GO BACK!” 

“Noo!!! I don’t wanna die. I ain’t have nothing to do with the 
revolt!” A man yelled as they shoved him back to the front row of the 
street. 

The people were packed most densely right outside the palace 
courtyard, on the broadest road of the Kingdom. The royal parade 
route always began there, so Tramps stood in lines on both sides of the 
road like a human barricade. They were no more than four feet apart. 

Then suddenly, a drum majors’ whistle cut through the chaos of the 
crowds and ended the waiting. The drum major stood at the beginning 
of the royal avenue, the focus of everyone’s attention. He led a fleet 
the size of a military battalion, and directly behind him was an army of 
high-afro’d Majorettes. They wore diamond-encrusted suits, with 
jewels that moved with the wind and high galaxy-night boots that 
showed their love of a good ole star-studded night. 

The drum major started strutting down the street, blowing his 
whistle with all the breath in his lungs. He marched down the road 
with a dazzling routine that wooed the crowds, and behind him his 
Majorettes performed magic tricks while strutting for the masses. 
They wiped the air of the night with magical white gloves, wrapping 
the wind around their hands like a rope. 


350 


CLACK! CLACK! CLACK! CLACK! 

They strutted down the street in ten rows of two. They then 
parted, and the band emerged from the darkness with the boom of the 
revolution sounding on their drums. The drummers marched right 
after the Majorettes, looking like a mighty herd of elephants, at least 
fifty of them. 

The trombones came next; they stepped through the crowds with 
smiles of freedom to celebrate the death of their tyrant. Some of them 
were crying, mourning their losses, and others were old and retired, 
but they could not miss the first night parade to ever greet the Queen’s 
Bayou. It was the funkiest orchestra of soul and love they’d ever seen. 

Right after the band came the first float. It rolled out of the 
shadows bearing the larger-than-life figure of a black man holding two 
broken chains. The man was muscular, with determined eyes. 

One hundred and eleven other floats followed, each telling a story 
of freedom. 

Together they conveyed the story of the years the residents had 
been through under Madina and their dreams of the future ahead of 
them, a future which Grean doubted they’d all live to see. 

The floats on the night parade had an enchanted temperament that 
the crowds loved. The floats were made long, and so wide they took up 
most of the street. They crept slowly along on tractors that had no 
wheels. The colored smoke carrying the floats on the night air func- 
tioned much better than any wheels could. 

The floats were so stuffed with valuables that the riders could 
barely fit. Each float had twenty riders, ten positioned on each side 
where they could more easily reach the crowds. The riders threw all 
sorts of beautiful objects into the crowds, nothing like the horrid 
potions that Madina had dispensed every week to maul, burn, or scar 
people. 

“HERE YA GO, YALL!” a sweet old lady yelled as she showered a bag 
of 3,000 Mardi Gras coins over the people’s heads. Green, purple, and 
yellow coins flew everywhere like raindrops. 

On other floats, the riders threw five-pound bags of live crawfish 
or shrimp, many of which the men in the crowd caught with one hand 
or whisked to them with magic. The riders also threw tiny blackpots 
that could fit in the palm of one’s hand and that grew when 
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watered. There were draw bags full of new recipes and unique spells 
as well. 

Somehow, some of Madina’s priceless things even turned up among 
the throws. One pretty little girl on a float noticed another young girl 
propped on her father’s neck in the parade crowd. The first girl looked 
into her bag of throws and discovered a pure white neckband engraved 
with a pink “M.” 

The collar had belonged to Madeleine and had been taken from the 
palace by one of the Tramps. The girl on the float tossed her arm into 
the air, and the collar landed right in the hands of the pretty girl, who 
stuffed it into her pocket and waved goodbye to the rider as the float 
rolled on. 

There were over a million different throws in the night parade. 
Everything from baby gators and toys to underwear and jewelry— 
anything that the parade hosts could think of that people might want 
or might need to survive without their late Queen. 

By the time the 8oth float rolled by, everyone had caught at least 
one item of value . .. something they loved and may have never even 
known they wanted. 

But float 80 was the most sought after float of all, as it was the 
money float, from which the riders tossed thousands of Mardi Gras 
dollars into the streets. Creatures, spirits, mortals and immortals were 
stuffing the money everywhere they had space: drawls, bras, pockets . . 
. anywhere it could fit. 

It was a glorious night. But when the last float rolled, Float 111, 
everything went black. 

This last float was the largest of them all, and it was the most beau- 
tiful float ever created. Instead of the normal rectangular shape, it was 
the shape of a giant crown made of flawless silver and seated on a silky 
black, knitted base. Sparkling jewels of varying colors, some red, some 
black, and others gold, each the size of a toddler, adorned the crown. 

The float road on a pillow of royal yellow smoke. Once this 111th 
float emerged, the other floats continued to roll down the rest of the 
parade route as if shrinking from the dazzling darkness cast by the 
Crown Float. 

“Oh, wow! Who dat?” people gasped as they looked on in 
amazement. 


352 


In the middle of the Crown Float stood a slender figure in a black 
cloak. 

“It’s the alchemist! He wears a cloak just like that!” a man yelled in 
fear and begin packing his bag full of goodies to flee. 

“No!” Mr. Superstition yelled at the man. 

“Dat there got to be a woman,” he said, his eyes attempting to 
pierce the darkness to make out the shape of the figure. 

Suddenly, the crown started rising; it levitated three feet above the 
rest of the float, and the figure let the cloak fall. At the same time, a 
small jazz orchestra, assembled from the best musicians in the 
kingdom to follow on foot behind the Crown Float, began to play. 

It was then that the crowd on Royal Avenue understood why all the 
light in the air had seemed to disappear at the appearance of the float. 
The figure’s gown was nocturnal and absorbed all the light around it, just 
so that She would be the brightest and the only object visible. 

Her gown was fit for a Queen; it accented the waist and ballooned 
at the bottom. Its color bore the slightest tint of purple and radiated 
with white and purple electricity. 

The float began to move down the street. 

“Who is dat? She beautiful!” a woman yelled as the band played 
loudly and momentously to introduce the new Queen to her people. 

Her hair had been braided for days, so it was frizzy, loose but wild 
and beautiful. She wore a tall crown on her head with purple diamonds 
that coursed purple electricity through her hair. She was so charged 
with power, the voltage even oscillated around her pupils. 

“Mama, is she our new Queen? She posin’ to be chosen huh mama” a 
little boy asked. 

“Wait, I know her!” Zina said. “Dat girl! She came to my shop 
today. Well, I'll be!” 

Moving slowly down the avenue, the royal float passed a store in 
front of which Armand and his father, along with Mr. Jay’s dearest 
friends, were seated. 

The Queen’s head was tilted toward the ground to avoid the eyes of 
the kingdom, but in that moment she looked up slightly and caught 
Armand’s face. They stared at each other, and in the midst of a thou- 
sand cheers and pure pandemonium, she heard his lips speak her name. 

“S.Bonds?” 
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Grean was the mother of seven generations, and the adopted mother 
of many others in the bayou who needed a leader they could trust. So, 
at every parade, she stood under a wooden pavilion that was exclu- 
sively for those of her bloodline. Around them were pots planted in 
the ground by the tens, full of boiling crawfish, potatoes, corn, gumbo, 
turkey necks, and more. 

The pavilion was less than a mile down from the beginning of the 
parade route, so Grean’s family had views of the parade so close that 
without really trying they caught a piece of everything that happened. 
The pavilion her family stood under wasn’t much to look at. Without 
knowing its history, one would not have guessed the structure was 
made to honor Grean’s lineage. 

“Granny, look!” Grean’s six-year-old grandson, David, tugged at 
Grean’s brown dress. Sedora was just passing the pavilion, and Grean 
was all but stuttering. At the sight of Sedora, the blood inside Grean’s 
body had rushed to her head so fast she was faint with excitement. 

“She did it!” Grean yelled out in shock. 

But how? Grean thought. Then she saw Vandivier guarding the float 
like a hawk. “This is wonderful!” she shouted. 

The air was lightly raining with small crowns and glass cups, each 
encrusted with little jewels that spelled out Sedora’s name. Grean’s 
grandson, David, reached his hands out and caught a blue crown that 
turned white. 

“Look, Granny!” he said excitedly. “Look, I caught one!” 

Grean looked at David and tried to hold her emotions inside of her. 
She smiled, and tears of joy ran down her face. 

“She did it. Oh, my goodness, thank you, Jesus!” she shouted over 
her family’s heads while gawking at Sedora. “We gon make it, y’all!! We 
gon make it!” 

Grean then bowed her head and quietly said to herself, “What a 
blessing,” as the royal crown continued traveling down the parade 
route. 

When the float passed Grean’s pavilion, She felt her wrist tingle, 
and her glass ball watch shook with an incoming call. 
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“Yeah, Freddy, what’chu need? We at the night parade! We just 
crowned S—” 

“GREAN, GET DOWN HERE,” interrupted Freddy. “YOU GOT 
TO SEE THIS! YOU AIN’T GON BELIEVE IT! OH, LAWD!” 

“What’chu said, Freddy?” Grean asked again. She struggled to hear 
him with the raving crowd. 

“SHE MOVED ... MADINA! SHE MOVED!” 

Grean’s body temperature instantly chilled. 

“No, no, she. . .can’t move, Freddy! Just calm down I'll come to 
check on y/all after the parade.” 

“No, Grean, Madina moved! She toe her chains right up through 
the root of the dungeon wall, and Grean, her eyes..ARE WIDE 
OPEN.” 

“No ... dat ain’t possible. Aldora is still alive! The spell don’t go 
like dat, Freddy! She shouldn’t be able to move until Aldora die.” Grean 
rummaged her mind for an answer. 

He got to be wrong! she thought. 

“FRED, ARE YOU SURE?” Grean yelled at her watch. 

“Yeah! Me and Benedict heard a whole lot of grinding noises like 
somebody was cutting through the wall in the chamber. We came 
down to check, thinking someone had broken in, but it was HER.” 

“Tl be right there,” Grean said. 

Grean looked straight ahead as her joy and happy mood drained 
away. Her breathing became short and tainted by fear. 

“Grammy, what’s wrong?” her grandson asked. 

Grean’s mouth filled with saliva, and her tongue became too heavy to 
speak. Her neck felt loose, and she began to back away from the 
crowd. She closed her eyes and opened her glass ball watch, then 
turned the dial to an emergency hour and made a call so that only 
Vandivier could know there was trouble. 

She watched the Crown Float receding down the street and waited 
for Vandivier to get the message. A moment later, Vandivier ran to the 
back of the float and looked back, catching her eyes. 

“I’m comin’,” he mouthed at her. 

Grean simply nodded and put herself within the wind, vanishing in 
thin air, letting the people of the bayou bask in their freedom while it 
lasted. 


355 


Chapter. Twenty-Six 


f n the Tremé neighborhood of New Orleans, mornings and 
evenings were gorgeous because the community was 
together. This legacy of togetherness had faced many attacks over the 

years, but it was more spirited than ever. 

Love was a relic of the Tremé, and the most prized heirloom that 
grew in the neighborhood. It was powerful, strong, black, thick, and 
fast-moving. 

Inhale, and even the air felt nearly like the old days, on the morn- 
ings and evenings when the Tremé was young and its residents were 
heroic artisans. Every breath taken here brought back a vision of the 
days when the Tremé gave birth to great agents of history, heroes that 
couldn't be sold or bought, who modeled a little nation right under the 
French Quarter’s nose, and did so unremorsefully. 

But no matter how much the Tremé’s inhabitants wished other- 
wise, it was no longer the old days. 

This was the 1970s. 

The glorious moments of the past were quieted, and time knocked 
on the residents’ doors with disturbing news. Time had decided that 
the locals deficit in years was too great for them to have gorgeous days 
any longer. 

It was too costly for them to spend even one full hour freely bond- 
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ing, sharing, and merging the magnificence inside their souls like their 
ancestors had done in the past. 

So, time knocked on their doors to warn them that it, theirGoliath, 
was alive, and that it wanted to rush their card games, snatch the musical 
instruments from their hands, stop their feet from march- ing, strip the 
Mardi Gras Indians of their chants, and seize all their reminiscing 
smiles. 

But the residents didn’t run. They stayed home and weathered the 
storm, playing cards in the rain, even when their lights were shut off. 

Time did not understand that the people of Tremé hadn’t forgotten 
their past. They always knew they were at war with the outside world. 
No matter which Goliath sought to send the Tremé’s legacy to the 
trash heap, the Tremé was a sanctuary that would forever overflow 
with wealth. 

Sure! Many in the neighborhood barely had two nickels to rub 
together. They stayed in tightly shuttered shotgun houses and doubles 
with thin paper walls, crowded and hot. They shared, borrowed, and 
loaned what they lacked most, but still, they held riches. It was not 
money they needed to be wealthy: their history, sense of belonging, 
and culture was their wealth. 

Thiago didn’t misjudge this about the Tremé as time had done. As 
he slithered along a street corner in the Tremé, he didn’t forget that 
they were wealthy. He used this knowledge to his advantage. 

He came wearing a long black coat that looked old and over 
washed. His hands, tucked into the inflammable garment’s deep pock- 
ets, held tiny fireballs deadlier than bullets. He kept his head on a 
naughty swivel. 

The nighttime was still young, and the stars hadn’t even clocked in. 
The last rays of the sun lingered slightly. 

“How y’all?” Thiago passed by several shotgun shacks and spoke to 
everyone around. His greeting was simple but was the key to staying 
disguised. 

The block was packing up, and doors slammed shut row by row. 
Grandmas rocked on their porches, calling their grand babies into the 
house to get ready for school in the morning. And others just sat, 
submitting to the cool breeze of the late February day. 

“Hey, baby, how you?” a woman answered Thiago, and several 
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others did as well. He passed by more houses than he could count, 
flashing a smile and small, tight pink lips at the neighborhood. They 
smiled back at him, not knowing that a loaded missile was flying 
amongst them like the wind. Thiago appeared charming. 

He had a handsome, tightly skinned face, the shade of a summer's 
night, and he always wore a stylish hat that hid the split at the top of 
his skull. 

No one would have ever remembered that he had been born in the 
Tremé neighborhood. 

Over one hundred years ago, Thiago had a French man’s first and 
last name before his human life ended. He was handsome enough to be 
a full-time bachelor and lived his days loving on women, self-grooming, 
and drinking copiously. But one night, he drank himself into the arms of 
one of the devil’s best gladiators, Baron, the oldest of the deadly sins, 
who was searching for poor souls to fill his Sinhood at the time. 

Thiago’s head was split in two during the encounter. 

He vanished for several years and waited to step foot back into 
human form until everyone he knew was dead and long gone. 

As if times had never changed, Thiago nodded his head at all that 
met his eyes. He even smiled innocently at giggling children who had a 
few more minutes outside before the streetlights flickered on to 
protect them. The children were unaware that predators like Thiago 
were real and were not particular in their preferences. He accepted life 
both in the darkness and in the light and would have enjoyed killing 
them all in a heartbeat. He was itching too—especially when he passed 
the very spot he had passed out drunk, a few feet away from his grand- 
father’s old home where he had been murdered. If only he had time to 
do to them as he had been done. And if only he had the energy to 
share .. . but he was saving all of his demonic powers for the man 
called Rex. 

Thiago’s walk ended near the middle of a long street, where he 
approached a small, yellow shotgun house, which had been fashioned 
into a Mardi Gras museum in the neighborhood. 

“Hey brotha, what time y'all close?” Thiago said to a man, no older 
than 30, who was standing at the top of eight cracked wooden steps 
leading into the establishment. Thiago pretended as if he were 
surprised that all the patrons of the popular museum had already left 
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for the day. The place had only been in business for five years and 
wasn’t a major tourist spot—yet. 

“Um, yeah, brotha. We been closed for about thirty minutes now. 
I’m just cleaning up.” The man, whom everyone in the neighborhood 
knew as Antoine, was the janitor of the museum and seemed anxious 
to finish his duties for the day. 

“Man, you own the place?” Thiago asked with a look of admiration 
in his eyes. 

“Well, no, I just run it. The owner is a friend of my paw,” Antoine 
answered. 

“Oh, well, you think I could come in and, uh, look around? I always 
wanted to come visit this joint. I heard it was made to celebrate us and 
our history.” Thiago threw up a fist for black power. 

“Yeah, yeah.” Antoine nodded. “But I get off so late. . . . I also 
work for a real racist cat at the shipyard. He gets under my skin, ya 
know? Mean as a rattlesnake, got a disposition so bad he make me 
want to do him something! He treat me like I ain’t nothin’, and it be 
gettin’ to me. I asked around the yard, and a buddy of mine told me 
bout this place. He said come here and—" 

“Getcha power back?” Thiago finished for him. 

“Yeah, brotha, something like dat,” Antoine said. “Well, I guess you 
can come in for a few. I don’t mind if you make it quick.” 

“How much it cost?” Thiago asked, rummaging among the fireballs 
in his coat pockets to pretend that he was looking for spare change. 

“Man, I ain’t gon’ charge you; just keep it between us. Boss don’t 
like it when I let folks in for free.” Antoine patted Thiago on the 
shoulder. 

Thiago grinned. “Sure thing. That ain’t no problem.” 

The janitor then walked inside the museum with Thiago breathing 
down his neck. Antoine began introducing the Mardi Gras and Second 
Line artifacts to his final customer of the day. 

He pointed to a group of pictures on the wall and introduced them by 
year. “See this here? Was taken in 52. This fella here is named Funny, 
that’s his brother Jimi, and they started this Krewe dat fizzled out 
there next year and—" 

“Oh yeah, man,” Thiago cut him off. “So you ever heard of a cat 
named... Rex?” 
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“Big Chief, from the up the way? Used to run with Charlotte?” the 
man asked. 

“Aw yeah, might be. I don’t know, but no Charlotte though. I know 
him to be with another young thang . . . pretty, foxy . . . long dark 
hair?” 

“Oh yeah, I saw her. Gorgeous woman! Dat Rex done had the best 
of em,” Antoine mused. “You a fan of Rex? Cause we got plenty of 
photographs of him over the years. He been second lining and 
parading since he was a lil bitty boy.” 

Antoine ran to a packed shelf and grabbed a red photo album. He 
opened it, flipped a few pages, and showed pictures of Armand posing in 
Mardi Gras Indian costume attire. 

Thiago’s pupils burned red, his temple heated, and the fireball in 
his hand expanded to the size of a golf ball. “You happen to know 
where this cat live at? I want to get in touch with him about a bidness 
opportunity. See my son really looks up to him and—” 

“Yeah, yeah, but see he not that type of brotha,” Antoine inter- 
jected. “He ain’t gon’ take kindly to you showing up at his house if you 
don’t know em good. But when I seem em round, I can tell em who 
you is and what you said, fa’sho.” 

Thiago exhaled deeply. 

He ripped his hands from his pockets, and the fire immediately 
wrapped around his wrist like a snake. 

The man looked at Thiago and struggled to speak. He backed into 
the wall behind him. 

“What is you!” the words finally fell from his mouth. 

“Where can I find him?” Thiago demanded, spitting embers from 
his tongue. 

“I—I don’t know where he is!” Antoine protested. 

“Where does he live?” Thiago held a ball of fire to the janitor’s 
neck, simmering the man’s skin. 

Antoine screamed in pain and tried to move his head away. 

Thiago slammed his other hand into the wall next to the man’s 
head, cracking its foundation and spreading 10 fiery cracks up the wall 
like a mini-earthquake. 

Terrified, Antoine looked at Thiago and could only shake his head. 

Thiago turned away from him and walked to the center of the 
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room. He opened his hand to display the hot glowing ball. “You ever 
been burned alive?” he shouted. 

“No! Please! I don’t want no trouble” Antoine yelled. 

Fire suddenly arced from the ball in Thiago’s hand in multiple 
directions, tracing across all four walls of the room. 

The janitor fell to the floor and shrank from the fire. “Please! Stop! 
Ill tell you anything you want to know.” 

“WHERE IS HE?” Thiago demanded, as the room around them 
quickly became engulfed in flames. 

“Come on, man! Please don’t kill me! I'll take you to his mama's 
house!” 
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"ME AND GREAN DONECAME DOWN HERETO THE EAST OF 
THEWOODS...AND...AND...THIS, OH LAWD...THIS AIN’T 
GOOD! MADINA MOVED, SHE MOVED!” Vandivier panicked. 

He fanned his face and patted his leaking brow with seven different 
colored handkerchiefs that he yanked from his pockets one after the 
other, each one falling to the dirty chamber floor. 

“YOU SAID SHE MOVED? HOW DAT HAPPEN, CAP!?” 
Vandivier’s fourth in command, Esau, asked. 

“LISTEN, GATHER EVERY SPELL BOOK WE GOT ON THE 
ANCHOR’S CURSE! I NEED EVERYBODY AND THEY MAMA 
ON THIS! LOOK THROUGH THE BOOKS, THE SCROLLS, AND 
THE PAMPHLETS. IF SOMEBODY WROTE THIS SPELL ON A 
PIECE OF TISSUE, WE NEED TO SEE IT. FIND IT 
RIGHT NA!” Vandivier screamed into his watch. 

“Where you at now, Cap? Is Madina awake?” Esau inquired. 

“AIN'T GOT NO TIME TO TALK,” responded Vandivier in a shrill 
voice. 

“FIND IT!” 

“WE LOOKING! WE LOOKING!” Esau yelled back. Vandivier 
could hear the sound of frantically turning pages coming through his 
watch. 

“Lawd, it ain’t no use, Vandivier! This not in any spell book we got,” 
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Grean concluded. She paced nervously in the black stone chamber 
where Madina was being kept. 

After having her powers stripped from her, Madina had been 
carried to a boiling swamp on the east side of the river, where she was 
hidden deep within an old chamber, hundreds of feet under the center 
of a sweltering 50-mile-wide swamp pit. 

Guards maintained watch inside Madina’s chamber at all hours, and 
outside the swamp, guards patrolled the area by the dozens. 

The swamp pit was hotter than a spring and spattered boiling lava- 
like mud against the surrounding woods, so no trees or animal life 
around it could survive. 

It was a place of death, and they’d made it only a temporary burial 
ground for the Bayou’s first Queen. 

“I read the books, Vandivier. You know I would have known this.” 
Grean walked closer to Madina and looked into her eyes. 

After Madina’s death, Grean chained her to a cement wall on her 
back. Both arms and both legs were shackled to the wall. 

“She had to have drug the chains through the floor and moved 
herself up the wall for her to be in this position,” Grean commented. 

Madina was now positioned at the very top of the wall, almost 
touching the ceiling and extended as if she was about to take flight. 
Her hair was matted and frozen in place. Her fists were clenched and 
her face displayed a horrifying expression. The veins in her open eyes 
were green and bulging. 

“Could it have been the alchemist who did this?” Vandivier asked. 

“No, he would have freed her and taken her with him. She did this 
herself, Vandivier,” Grean said gravely. 

“We have to figure out how and put her back in that coma she’s 
been in for days, cause if she gets loose .. . we ain’t gon stand a chance. 
Look at her eyes, that hatred just boiling,” Vandivier said. 

“Yes, we have to find out why this happened cause S. Bonds ain’t 
nowhere near ready to take on Madina.” 

“No, but she all we got,” Vandivier said. 


eb 


362 


Aldora took one look at Sedora floating on a crown down the street 
and collapsed on the balcony of the upper garden in the Palace. 

“Wake up, Ma! Wake up!” Annette shouted and shook Aldora 
relentlessly. “Daddy, she not getting up!” 

“Dora, baby, get up!” Joe kneeled on the floor and pulled Aldora’s 
arms. 

“Tm...” Aldora said in a dizzy tone with her eyes slightly open. 

“Tm...T?’m...” she said again. Her eyes rolled to the back of her 
head. She was so disoriented. 

“I’m gon’ put my foot...” 

“WHAT?!” Kenny yelled, struggling to make sense of her 
mumbling. 

“Tm gon’ put my foot up dat bitch ass!” she yelled and shot her eyes 
open in a rage. 

She propped herself up on her arms and tried to stand. 

“Oh, she done did it na!” Aldora declared. 

“Mama A, just calm down. You just passed out!” Big Claude 
protested. 

“NO CLAUDE, SHE TOOK MY BABY AND MADE HER DO 
THIS? NO, SHE DONE DID IT! WHERE IS GREAN? WHERE 
SHE AT?” Aldora screamed. 

“Yeah, Dora! Put’cha foot in her ass!” Kenny shouted. “Got us 
going round and round all day looking for S. Bonds, and ain’t nobody 
seen neither one of them. Dat hussie done pulled her last trick on me! 
If you don’t put’cho foot in her ass, I’m putting MY foot in her ass!” 

“Where she at!?” Aldora tried to rise but felt a radiating pain in her 
back that wouldn’t let her get up on her own. 

“Somebody better bring me my child RIGHT FUCKING NA, or 
soon as I get right, y’all gon’ wish y’all never knew me.” She directed 
her threat to a Tramp who was standing guard close to the palace 
doors. 

The Tramp sucked his teeth. 

“Yeah, suck ya teeth!” Joe responded. “You can suck ya ass! YOU 
TELL THAT HUSSIE GREAN TO GET MY BABY OFF THAT 
DAMN FLOAT RIGHT NA!” Joe stared the Tramp down and 
demanded, “What you still standing there for! Go!” 
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The Tramp reluctantly left the garden and went back into the 
palace. He flipped open his glass ball watch and called Grean. 

Meanwhile, Joe and the family helped Aldora up. With her arms 
drooping over Big Claude and Joe, they walked her up the palace steps 
and towards the Iris, so she could lay down. 

Minutes later, the adults of the family entered the Iris and shooed 
the kids to the neighboring suite where it had been arranged that 
Leola would serve as a temporary baby sitter. 

Leola closed the door, locked the kids in the room with her, and 
hushed their little wrecked nerves by telling them to stay in a child’s 
place. But her nerves were wrecked too. 

Nothing was going as planned. 

In the Iris, the men brought Aldora to the bed. By that time, she 
was struggling to breathe, and her head was bent toward her lap. The 
back of her dress was wet as if she’d gone swimming. 

“Mama, just calm down,” Josephine said. 

“Was that really S. Bonds!?” Annette asked. 

“Yes. Unless she got a twin .. . that was Fox for sho’,” Big Claude 
replied. 

“Oh Lawd, what in the world is going on!” Joe said. 

“Seem to me, they knocked y’all out last night, then took her and 
forced her to get up there and do dat shit, and they sho gon’ pay for 
crossing us,” Joe huffed. 

“Yeah, Dora said she sure they knocked them out! Put something 
in their food so they could take S. Bonds and probably hypnotize her 
or somethin’!” Kenny said. 

Josephine was quietly trying to cool her mother off. She scurried to 
and from the bathroom and bed with ice-cold towels she patted on 
Aldora’s back. 

“Y’all, S. Bonds coming down the hallway!” Michael came running 
into the Iris and yelled frantically. 

Aldora got up from the bed and, with her back still burning, leaned 
over and hobbled to the door. 

She had little breath to give to the walk but she had to see her S. 
Bonds. Aldora walked out of the Iris and into the hallway with 
everyone behind her. 

Then she saw them. 
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Grean was at the far end of the very long hall, about two hundred 
yards away, with Sedora standing between her and Vandivier. 

Aldora set her eyes on Grean like a sniper and bolted toward her as 
fast as she could manage. 

“T’Dora, no!” Michael cried, trying but failing to grab Aldora’s arm. 

Aldora’s chase set off a ripple effect, and everyone began running 
down the hallway toward Grean. 

Sedora gasped when she saw the madness in her mother’s pursuit 
and the others following her. When the family finally drew close, 
Sedora stepped forward toward her approaching mother. 

Concerned, Vandivier stepped forward as well and opened his 
hand, revealing a ball of blue embers. “Wait! Now, y’all hold up, na’! I 
don’t want to have to hurt y'all.” 

Heedless of his warning, Aldora continued forward straight toward 
Grean, but before she could reach her target, Aldora dropped to her 
knees, gasping for breath. 

The rest of the family stopped short as well, all except Joe, who 
strode up to Vandivier and exploded in his face. 

“WHAT YOU DID TO MY BABY AND MY WIFE?!” Joe then 
turned toward Sedora and said, “COME ON HERE, S. BONDS, 
RIGHT NA.” 

Grean quickly intervened. “BACK UP! WE CAN EXPLAIN 
EVERYTHING IF Y'ALL JUST LISTEN.” Her voice was remark- ably 
calm, given the circumstances. “I don’t want this to get violent. Ain’t 
no coming back from dat. Just listen to us!” 

“NO, YOU FUCKIN’ LISTEN,” Aldora demanded, looking up at 
Grean. “You stay away from my baby! I ain’t gon’ say it no mo! You 
come near me or my children again and I'll kill ya!” Aldora panted 
between every few words as she spoke. 

“Dora, I had to,” Grean responded. 

“WHAT DID SHE DO TO YOU!?” Aldora said to Sedora, roughly 
grabbed Sedora’s face to inspect it closely. 

By that time, Sedora had crouched down beside her mother in 
solemn concern. Sedora was still clothed in her crown and light- 
stealing dress. She was too afraid to answer her mother’s question. 

Finally, she managed to say in nearly a whisper, “I’m okay.” 

“What did she do to you!?” Aldora demanded again, but more 
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softly this time, moving Sedora’s face around and checking it as if 
Sedora were a precious diamond. 

“Baby, where you been all these hours?” Josephine added. 

Sedora looked at Grean. “I fought the gator,” she said, this time in 
an almost full voice. 

Her family gasped at the announcement. 

“What?” 

“I fought the gator, and I almost killed it.” 

“How baby? What why would you do dat?” Josephine asked. 

“They took me and left me there. I didn’t have a choice,” Sedora 
said honestly. 

At Sedora’s words, Aldora tried to get up. That’s when everyone 
noticed that the back of her dress was soaked with dark-colored blood. 

“Mama! What’s wrong with you?” Sedora asked frantically. 

“Vandivier, go get the palace doctor!” Grean yelled. 
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Aldora laid on her stomach with half of her face lightly pressed into a 
pillow. Her breathing was slow and loud. At her side were her loved 
ones who had been waiting more than two hours for her to regain 
consciousness. 

The palace doctor rubbed a pink-colored magical ointment on her 
back, suppressing the angry toxins of death that were feasting on her 
soul. 

"Mommy, are you okay?" Sedora asked from her mother’s bedside as 
soon as Aldora’s eyes opened. 

"Yeah, I'm awrite,” Aldora said with slobber trickling from the side 
of her mouth. 

"What’s wrong with your back, Ma?" Annette said. 

Aldora started to shake her head. 

Grean spoke, "Tell them, Joe. They need to know." 

The palace doctor looked at Annette, Josephine, and Sedora and 
knew they would be broken once they learned of the deal their mother 
had made. 

The doctor could see how much the girls loved their mother: she 
was the page and they were the words that made a letter. 
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Joe cleared his throat. "Your mama made a deal.” 

Turning to Sedora, he continued his announcement, “To get you 
back here, baby .. . she made a deal." 

The girls looked at their mother in silence. None of them could speak. 

"What deal?" Annette finally spoke, her lungs clogged with fear. 

“Dat she would give her life." 

"Oh! No!" Annette screamed and grabbed her mouth. She began 
to sob. 

"S. Bonds was dead, and the only way she could bring her back was 
to take away Madina’s powers...put Madina to sleep. . . and have baby 
girl take her place." Joe was trembling at the import of his own words. 

"But the only way the witch stays asleep is if Aldora stays alive... 
so...if ya mama dies. Madina is comin’ back." 

"My Goodness! Why! Why would you do this? Was there no other 
way?" Josephine protested. 

Sedora dropped her head and began to cry. She'd never felt so filled 
with guilt. 

This is my fault. What did I do?! 

She was so afflicted she couldn't even look at her mother 

All the girls were sobbing, and soon the rest of the room was to. 

"Is she dying?" Josephine asked the doctor through her tears. 

"Yes, but she won’t die tonight. This was just a warning," the 
doctor explained. 

“Because of the curse...Aldora is very sick, and she can't afford to 
become so upset with a curse like this. It can and will take her life. 
Aldora has to remember that the curse feeds on weakness, and it 
knows her temper will cause so much stress that it will feel it has an 
opportunity to kill. If you all want more time with her you have to 
keep her calm. Her stress levels are too high.” 

"Let’s give her some time to rest and recover," Josephine suggested. 

"Yeah,” Joe agreed. “The rest of y’all go to bed and come check on 
her in the morning." 

Everyone but Joe, the girls, and Grean cleared the room. 

“All of our lives depend on keeping her alive until S. Bonds reach 
her full powers,” Grean said. 

"GET OUT!" Annette demanded angrily. 
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Grean didn’t budge, but stared at Annette intently, as if surveying 
the situation. Apparently deciding that it was better if she conceded, 
she turned and walked out of the room. 

Sedora grabbed Aldora’s hand. “Ma, you shouldn't have done dat 
for me.” 

"Hush gal, don't get on my nerves,” Aldora groaned. 

*T’m not worried ‘bout this. None of this worry nor scare me. 
Seeing y'all hurt ... scared, dat’s what hurts me." 
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Sedora lifted the crown from her head and placed the heavyweight 
wonder before her eyes. There was a band of jewels circling its rim. 
Seeing her sad reflection in a giant purple stone in the center, she 
hurriedly averted her gaze to the floor, as her reflection in something 
so perfect felt wrong. 

She questioned if she belonged in such a wonder. 

Sedora gently placed the crown on the vanity next to the bed in the 
Iris and walked to the other side of the room where Aldora rested. It 
was three in the morning: all spectators were settled into their own 
rooms except for her father and sisters, who had fallen asleep in 
various positions around the room, on the chaise, couch, and parts of the 
giantess-sized bed. 

Sedora climbed onto the very end of the bed and spread across it 
like a starfish. She closed her eyes. 

“I'm so tired of all of this,” she whispered aloud. She breathed 
deeply and tried to fall asleep. Her mind was tired of running, tired of 
feeling stress; yet, she was still not tired enough to sleep. 

An hour later, Sedora pulled her body from the bed and walked to a 
drawer across the room to pull out a dark pink silk robe she'd been 
given from it. She wandered to the frame of the closed suite door and 
listened for footsteps. 

She heard nothing but air rushing underneath and around the sides 
of the door frame. 

Sedora placed her hand around the door and pulled it to her chest 
slowly. 
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Just go, get the nerve! the impatient side of her demanded. She swal- 
lowed and stepped into the hall. 

The hallways in the palace were wide enough to drive several cars 
through. The space was so large it made her feel vulnerable, so she 
stayed close to the wall as she walked, running her fingertip across the 
wallpaper as if the wall were a walking cane meant to hold her body 
stable. 

She walked slowly down the hall until it joined another. She turned 
and walked that one too, staring at everything she'd never seen before. 
When Madina had been Queen, the palace lights were always turned 
off at night, but now they were left on, bright as ever. 

Sedora passed three passageways that stretched off into the 
distance like interstate highways. Making a turn to the right, she 
passed three others as well. She was quickly getting lost, and she'd only 
passed by two Tramps so far. 

“Hmm ...” She hummed and turned in a full circle. 

Looking up, she found the same jester from the foyer portrayed in 
a painting on the ceiling above her. In the fabled story, he was leading a 
pack of soldiers and was pointing straight ahead with his hand. Sedora 
looked in the direction he was pointing, down a slender hall with a 
curved archway. 

"Okay," she said aloud and started down the hallway, choosing to 
follow the jester’s guidance. The mural continued along the ceiling of 
the slender hall until both the hallway and the mural arrived at a dead 
end. There on the wall before Sedora, the jester was portrayed on his 
knees, weeping—his makeup streaked down his face. 

Sedora reached out to touch the jester’s image. She felt the same 
overwhelming sadness as him over having lost so much. Touching the 
wall, her hand passed through and she felt a drop in the floor as her 
entire body passed through the wall into a small, cold, dark chamber 
filled with thousands of unlit, melted candles. 

"Ah!" she yelled out as her knees hit the hard floor. 

She looked up and found a massive mural painted on all walls of the 
chamber. The featured image was that of a beautiful little girl with 
pigtails, holding a doll baby. The girl wore a pink church dress and 
didn’t appear to be more than four years old. 
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Sedora pressed her hand against the brick wall behind her and her 
body fell through it again to the other side. 

What the he!? she thought. She did not know that her heart, which 
coursed with Madina’s bloodied powers, was the key to this secret 
chamber. 

She passed back through the wall once more and stared at the 
mural. 

"Who is this?" she spoke aloud. 

But there were no answers waiting in the wing. 

Her heart felt drawn to this child with large, sweet green eyes. The 
child’s cheeks were round and framed the kindest little face. 

“She’s so cute,” Sedora said. 

She closed her eyes as a feeling of déja vu crept over her. 

“Where do I know you from?” 

Sedora touched the mural, then turned and walked out of the 
chamber as a candle ignited in the dark behind her back. 
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Armand’s mother, Mae, wasn't like Aldora. Her approach to love was at 
its core always soft and full of care. She could only be tough for so long 
before breaking down. 

Mae sped down the highway towards her home on the east side of 
the river in New Orleans. She had to try to clear her head and decide 
what she would do next. She'd spent days with her sisters and just 
needed her own time. 

"I just want my boy, Jesus. I just want him home.” Mae wiped her eyes 
and forced herself to try to calm down. She hated feeling so vulnerable. 

"God, I don't want to lose him. I need him," she prayed. For so 
long it had been her and Armand, since the day her husband, Mr. Jay, 
had disappeared. 

Mae pulled into her driveway and walked into the house. It was 
quiet and dark. She put on some soft, gloomy records and thought 
about her only son. 

"What to do... what to do? I feel so hopeless, God, please . . . if 
you bring him back, I'll fix everything dat’s broken in my life. I won't 
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waste another day crynin’. If dat’s the lesson you want me to learn, 
about how to be grateful for life, I got it. I don't need any more direc- 
tion. Just bring him back to me, God. I miss my son." 

Mae got up from the couch and walked to the bathroom to get into 
the tub. She ran the water and climbed in to wash off the days’ worth 
of tears. 

I'm going to they house tomorrow. I can't wait on them to come back with 
my son. I have to do something! Mae thought. She had always been a 
woman who hated confrontation, and she was deathly afraid for 
Armand and for herself. 

NO, maybe there's another way. May considered her savings account. 

She didn't have much to her name, but then again, Maybe if a! of us 
put together, I can bring them some money and they’! give him back. She 
thought. 

No, no, no. They wouldn't take it. She killed the notion. 

"Oh, Jesus, I don't know what to do!" she cried out and slammed 
her hand against the water. 

Mae was so immersed in thought that she didn’t notice the tall 
peculiar figure tilting its head into her bathroom, watching her bathe 
through her mirror. The figure was dressed completely from head to 
toe in black except for an elaborate mask fit for a prince attending a 
ball. The mask covered the figure’s entire face. One side of the mask 
was blood red; the other was dark black. The eyes were painted in 
decorative purple, green, and gold. 

Moments before Mae stopped bathing, the figure backed away 
from the bathroom and went down the hallway toward one of the four 
bedrooms in the home. Mae dried herself, then went to turn off the 
radio in her kitchen and turn her porch light on like she always did 
when she was awaiting Armand's return. 

Armand loved going to bars and clubs around the city and often 
came home late at night. She kept the porch light on for him so that 
he'd know she was home, waiting for him. 

Mae stepped into her bedroom, slipped a nightgown over her head, 
lay down in bed on her back, and soon fell to sleep. 

Not half an hour after laying down, Mae was startled out of a deep 
sleep by the loud revving of a motor very near. Before she had time to 
react further, she felt sharp blades penetrating her skin and shredding 
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into her back. Her screams were quickly choked out as death crept 
over her. The last thing she saw before the blackness overtook her was 
a spray of blood and a frenetic, furious saw blade emerging up and out 
of her stomach. 

The deed was done. 

Thiago rested under Mae’s bed as the blood and gore flowed back 
through the mattress and covered his body. Earlier while Mae was 
drying off in the bathroom, he had slithered under her bed with the 
chainsaw to patiently await his victim. 

Thiago hummed and slid from under her bed, leaving the saw still 
inside her. He opened his jacket and pulled out a red envelope, placing it 
next to her body. He looked at the mangled body, tilted his head, and 
pulled the bed covers over her up to her shoulders. 

With a quick look, it might seem as if she were just sleeping. 

"Goodnight," he uttered as he walked toward her bedroom door, 
closing it softly as if to not wake her. 
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E mery pressed his ear against the wall in the attic to pick up 

the vibrations of all nearby tongues, a gift which was also a 
part of his greatest curse. 

The next morning had come, and the seven were at Carmella's 
mansion planning the quietest takeover in history. They had to regain 
the Kingdom before anyone in hell was the wiser, but they were 
running out of time to do so. 

The seven had placed Emery in the attic, wanting nothing more 
than to kill him, but they needed him for information and tortured it 
out of his body, generating a steady flow of blood. 

"I found the humans’ home," Emery heard the muffled voice of 
Thiago say. 

"He was not there, but there were pictures of him . . . everywhere." 

Below, Thiago handed Navarra a photo he had stolen from 
Armand's house, and she passed it around the room. 

"I see why this one wasn’t killed immediately. He’s a stunner. Could 
she have been in love perhaps?" Carmella asked Thiago, sipping a gory 
glass of wine. 

"He's definitely her . . . flavor, and the museum attendant I killed 
earlier seemed to think they were together too," Thiago remarked. 
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"So, Madina was really having a real...relationship with this human 
man?" Saphira asked with disgust. 

"Yes, Saphira! Why are you so shocked? Do you forget how she 
came to us? She lied to us, deceived us before, and I'm not surprised 
she's done it again. She fell for a human, and if she wasn't dead, I'd rip 
the skin from her lips." Zafir spat out the words furiously and stroked 
his chin hairs, which sparked like a match with every outburst of his 
anger. 

NONE OF THAT MATTERS; WHERE IS THE HUMAN MAN 
NOW? Thiago heard Baron ask in his head. Baron was standing in an 
unknown corner of the room, invisible to everyone else. 

“Baron, don't worry too much about where the human man is now. 
I left something special at his house, so if he's alive .. . he will turn up 
soon,” Thiago replied. 

"And I'll be waiting,” Saphira said. 

"We'll all be waiting," Carmella added. 

Emery listened to the seven unfold their treacherous plans and 
looked down toward his lap. A black rope bound him to the wooden 
chair in which he sat, and he knew he'd never leave Carmella's house 
alive, unless .. . he turned. 
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Annette huffed around the room and opened the curtains of the Iris 
on the balcony side. The sun was showing all of its teeth, happy and 
smiling, unlike her. 

Annette dropped onto a golden tray the remnants of the breakfast 
sandwich she had been eating and fussed under her breath. 

Aldora opened her eyes and closed them again. She lay still and 
listened to the racket around her as the girls finished breakfast. She 
winced every time a glass or piece of utensil clashed against a tray or 
plate. 

"Why'd you do it, ma?" Annette asked with her back turned to 
Aldora. 

Aldora sighed and sat up in bed. She felt dizzy but stronger than 
the night before, all thanks to Dr. Dubois' magnolia ointment. 
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"Huh?" Annette turned around with her arms folded, waiting for an 
answer. 

"I love S. Bonds too, Ma, you know dat! But why would you make a 
decision like this. She's not your only child, Mama. You can't just 
decide to die and only talk with her about it—" 

"Netty, until you become a parent, you ain't gon’ never understand 
how it feels to lose a child,” Aldora replied. 

“And I ain't talk with S. Bonds about nothing when I made this 
decision. I ain't even talk to ya paw!" 

"No, ma, I don't want to hear dat!” Annette insisted. 

“You got these people telling us you may not make it. Do you know 
how dat makes me feel? Dat you made a choice like this without even 
caring what me and Jo think about it? And what about Baby Claude, 
Ma? Did you think about him when you decided to do this? If you die 
right now, Baby Claude ain't even gon’ remember you!" 

"Who said I'm dying right now, Netty? Stop carryin’ out, you 
always making things sound worser than what they is." 

"LAST NIGHT TOLD ME DAT!” Annette said with frustration. 

“Dat doctor lady said if you get too upset, you can die at any time, 
and you always upset, so I know you ain't gon’ be here long!" 

"No, no, no... nobody knows when I'm gon’ go, Netty. God makes 
dat decision. Netty, you talking about me being calm when you acting 
like this? You got to take your own advice, Suga," Aldora reprimanded 
her. 

"You ain't right, Mama. None of this is right. You always say you 
don't favor S. Bonds, but damn, you couldn't have stopped to think 
about how we would feel to lose you too?" Annette was hurt, but the 
tears trapped behind her eyes refused to fall. 

Annette waited for Aldora to speak, but Aldora was stunned. She 
had not thought about how Josephine and Annette would feel about 
her saving Sedora's life. 

"DOES IT NOT MATTER WHAT WE THINK?" Annette 
looked at Aldora. 

"No, dat ain't it." Aldora shook her head. 

"Ma, dat is it. You just don't realize it!" 

"No! No! damn it, Netty. Do you know how hard it is to see right 
from wrong when you feel this kinda pain? I LOST MY BABY. I 
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wouldn't in my right mind to ask you and Jo anything when S. Bonds 
died. Even if I was, I wouldn't change a thing, cuz S. Bonds should be 
here. Living, with us!" 

Annette huffed and rolled her eyes. She turned away as the tears 
started to fall. 

"Come here, Netty." 

Annette went and sat at the foot of the bed. 

"I can't fault myself for loving y'all,” Aldora began. 

“Whether it was you, Jo, my grand baby, ya daddy . . . every chance 
I get to give my life for y'all's, I'm taking it. If dat witch would have 
taken you, I would have carried my ass here and acted a plum fool, and 
it would be you parading yo ass around this fancy place." 

"But it wasn't you this time, and you lucky. Because ya sistah 
suffered! You mad at me and sad about this curse I got riding on my 
back, but it's ya sistah who need ya sorrow. She was hurt so bad, and 
she just not the same now. I know y'all can't see it yet, but she hanging 
on by alittle ole thread. Worry about her. I'll be alright." 

"Ma,” Annette responded through her tears, “I just can't fathom 
dat you could just .. . leave here any day." 

"Well, is dat any different from how we was living before? No day is 
promised." 

"Yeah, it is different, cause this is a promise dat you ain't gon’ be 
here much longer, Ma. I thought I had so many more years with you. I 
mean, I can't stop thinking about the fact dat you may never see me 
get married ... or have kids ... and get my life together," Annette said 
solemnly. 

"Oh baby, you really think I'd ever leave you? Whether I'm here in 
this body or not, my soul ain't gon’ leave you alone until you with me in 
heaven. Now dat, I can promise you" Aldora said reassuringly. 
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"Good afternoon, Your Majesty.” Vandivier bowed to Sedora, whom he 

found sitting beside a colony of gold and purple roses in the garden. 

She had retreated to the garden because it was so close to the Iris. 
"Why you hiding out here? I been looking for you all morning!" 
"My mama said we not speaking to y'all." 
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"I'm sho she did," Vandivier said with a wry smile. "You like those 
purple flowers? They real rare. Just like you." 

"Yeah, they is real pretty." 

"How did you enjoy your parade?" 

"It was ... well, I don't know... it was incredible but real sad too." 

"Cause of ya family?" 

"Hmmph," Sedora agreed. 

"You don't like all dat arguing and carrying on over you, huh?" 

"No." She shook her head. 

"Well guess what: I hate to break it to you, but you gon’ have to get 
used to being talked about now. Cause you know the people of the 
Bayou gonna wanna see you again, right? You they Queen." 

Sedora looked up at Vandivier with a scared expression. 

He laughed and offered her his hand to help her up. "Don't be 
scared. You always acting so scary. Come on, I got something to show 
you dat’s gon’ really make you brave." 

Vandivier pulled her from the ground and the two of them walked 
back into the palace. 

"Come on, let’s hurry ‘fo one of yo nosey ass kin come to see you 
speaking with the enemy." Vandivier then led her down several flights of 
stairs and pulled her into a hall that Sedora had not yet visited in the 
palace. 

The hall must have been below ground level, as there were no 
windows. Instead, light was provided by lanterns hanging from the 
walls, which also contained several wooden doors painted cryptically 
dark. 

"Where are we?" Sedora asked, rubbing her arms nervously. The 
hall was so dark she could barely see in front of her; she was worried 
something might be behind her. 

Vandivier led her to an unnamed room halfway down the length of 
the hall. Sedora walked into the room and looked around. 

The room was golden, and all its light came from the wallpaper, 
which was fluorescent gold. In the very center of the floor was a small 
half black and half white circular pendant. 

"What are we doing here?" Sedora asked skeptically. 

"See, I found out what'cho problem is. Yo problem is dat you don't 
know how to kill nobody. Once you find out how to do dat, all yo prob- 
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lems will be solved." Vandivier walked behind Sedora and tugged on 
her shirt collar. 

"What? I ain't supposed to know how to kill nobody cause dat ain't 
right," Sedora protested. 

"Why it ain't right?” Vandivier challenged. “Ere’body got to go 
someday, don't they?” Vandivier lifted his hands up as if he was waiting 
for her to present him a solid argument. 

"Yeah, I know dat, but I ain't like yall . . . I can't even imagine 
hurtin' nobody." 

"You sho'?” Vandivier lifted his eyebrow and walked another circle 
around Sedora. 

"Yeah!" she responded and turned around to stare at Vandivier, but 
when she turned he was no longer behind her. He had disappeared. 

Sedora spun around in a full circle and looked all around her. She 
looked at the ceilings, figuring Vandivier was maybe above her, but he 
wasn't there either. 

He-he, you in trouble now! Sedora felt the breath of a phantom at her 
ear. Scared, she ran back in the direction of the dark door she and 
Vandivier had used to enter the room, but it was gone now, as if it had 
never been there. 

"Vandivier!" she called out with a tremble in her tone. 

By the time of her second scream, the wallpaper in the room had 
started to decay, turning dark brown as if it were rotting and taking all 
the golden light away until the room was completely dark. 

Sedora heard her name on the lips of what sounded like a dead 
jackal in her ear. She bent to her knees, closed her eyes, and placed her 
hands over her ears. She thought she could feel heat radiating in front of 
her and breathing on her neck. 

The jackal’s laughing grew louder. 

Sedora looked up and in the darkness discerned a monster the size 
of a truck towering in front of her. 

"AHHH!" she screamed. She ran to the far back wall, but the 
monster whipped a chain through the air, wrapping it around her neck 
and sending her crashing to the floor. The monster began dragging 
Sedora by the chain toward itself as Sedora kicked and screamed. 

Sedora felt her neck caving in on all sides as the chain tightened. 
She grabbed at the chain, igniting her strength, and managed to loosen 
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the chain slightly. But as soon as she felt some relief, the monster 
recoiled its grip and suffocated her once again, even more than before. 

"FIGHT!" the monster yelled in a grotesque accent. Sedora pulled 
at the chain again. 

Her head tilted back and she felt the chain loosen, but the monster 
tightened it once again. 

Again and again Sedora fought to loosen the chain around her 
neck, and again and again Vandivier yanked and tightened it. 

“AHHHHHHHHHHH!” Sedora suddenly screamed, grasped the 
chain around her neck and broke it into pieces with inhuman strength. 
She shouted so loudly that her piercing scream escaped the room and 
was heard throughout the palace. 

"Ah, shit!" Vandivier backed away as pieces of the chain flew back 
at him. 

Sedora summoned all of her strength, and with her heart enlarged 
in her chest, her eyes flashed and beamed purple. Her nails crystalized, 
shooting from her fingertips like six inch knives. 

Sedora stood to her feet and, heaving with anger, first brought her 
arms to her side and then raised them above her head as electrifying 
royal purple fire shot from her arms, creating a perfectly spherical ball 
of fire over her head. 

She aimed her eyes at the monster. 

"Wait!" Vandivier shouted and raised the monsters hand above its 
face, but Sedora could not hear. 

She directed her right hand toward the monster, showing the ball 
of death where to find its victim. A stream of fire shot out from the 
ball and lifted Vandivier off his feet. The ball of flames then opened its 
jaws and swallowed him whole. 

"OHHHH STOP! HEY! SNAP OUT OF IT!" Vandivier screamed 
from inside the giant blaze. 

"S. Bonds! Stop! You gon’ kill me!" Vandivier screamed to her. 

He looked through the blaze and saw Sedora standing with a 
curved smile on her face while the fire pulsated and intensified. 

Her eyes were glowing, and the smile was madness, a mixture of 
anger, vengeance, and pure bliss. 

"Oh Lawd, she out of it!" Vandivier saw the skin of the beast 
melting around him. 
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The fire was not the normal kind that he could survive. 

"SHIT, STOP GAL! GOT DAMN!" he screamed, feeling the first 
painful singe as the skin of the beast burned his leg. 

Suddenly, Sedora’s eyes stopped flashing purple, and she finally saw 
Vandivier instead of the monster. 

"Vandivier!" she yelled and ran towards him. The fire lowered him to 
the ground, losing its fuel by her suppressed madness. The fire also 
dropped the remains of the puppet demon, the jackal. 

Vandivier clutched his leg as his red skin burned black. 

"Aw shit! Gal, you almost kilt me, you know dat?” Vandivier 
laughed. 

"Damn, dat power you got on you is heavy! I knew it. Back up 
though, you got my nerves bad." Vandivier was terrified and excited at 
the same time. 

He didn't know Sedora had the ability to produce such an intense 
blaze. 

"This is great, Sedora. Grean is gon’ be so proud of you when I tell 
her this, girl." Vandivier touched Sedora’s shoulder, but she pulled away 
and shook her head at him sadly. 

"What's wrong?" he asked in shock. 

"You don't even see what you did wrong?" she replied. 

"No" 

"I'm so sick of this! I'm sick of it. I can't trust none of y’all here, 
because every time I turn my back y’all keep trying to see what I'm 
made of .. . like I'm some kind of rat!" she cried. 

Vandivier slumped his shoulders in shame. 

"You right, S. Bonds. We dead wrong for the way we been going 
about this. But we just wanted you to get used to who you are, and we 
know you won't if we don't push you." 

"What if I don't want to get used to this, huh? I don't want to be 
like this, Vandivier. Breaking stuff and having fire come out of my body 
dat I can't control." Sedora’s tears fell as she spoke. 

"Gal, what you talking about, huh? Do you know how powerful you 
is? I don't think you do now. I don't think you ever did,” Vandivier 
asserted. 

“Ya know, at first, I ain't understand why out of all the young gals 
Madina killed, you would be the only one standing here right now." 
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"It's because of my family," Sedora offered. 

"Yeah,” Vandivier replied, “but it’s mostly cause of YOU. The way 
you was living before, you was a dead woman walking. You was stuck, 
not living at yo full potential. But this new life you got here ain't giving 
you dat choice, S. Bonds. You either be the strongest you dat you can 
be and live, or die and stay the same." 

S. Bonds sighed. 

“Don't be afraid of yo powers,” Vandivier continued. 

“I know they are for DAMN SHO out of control, but if you let me 
train you, I'll teach you how to control them. I promise." 

"But I ain’t trying to hurt nobody . . ." Sedora whispered. 

"You could never, girl! You see, yo powers only come out when you 
being attacked. Dat ain't evil; it’s self-defense." Vandivier stated his 
conclusion with the confidence of a preacher at the pulpit or a mother 
lecturing her child. 

"And dawlin’, let me tell you something: there ain't nothing wrong 
with you defending and protecting yo self. Dat anger in you, dat didn't 
come from Madina or from no curse. Dat’s deeper than dat, Cher. Yo 
soul is tired of being pushed over, and it ain't taking dat shit no mo. Yo 
mind got a new way of seeing life, and it’s gon’ fight for you. And 
whoever on the other side of them ole hot ass punches ain't gon’ like it. 
They gon’ be one crispy bitch." Vandivier laughed and lifted his 
smoky leg. 

Sedora laughed too and wiped her face. "Yo leg gon’ be awright?" 

"Yeah, it is. I done been burned before. Not dis bad, but I'll be 
okay." Vandivier dug into his pocket for a tube of salve, with which he 
oiled his leg. The burns healed almost immediately. 

"You just worry about keeping yo head up and never hesitate to 
fight. You stop letting people push and run all ova ya like you ain't got no 
voice. You got a voice and you got some hands too. Use em! And if 
necessary, you even kill if ya gotta. Cause dem hooligans coming for 
you ain't gon’ spare ya." 

"Yeah, Grean showed me,” Sedora said. “There's too many of them, 
Vandivier." 

"I know, and they want your life. Every bit of it, and you are the 
only thing dat can keep them from all of us." 

Sedora nodded. 
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"Come on, let me show you something else,” Vandivier offered. "UH 

UH, VANDIVIER!” Sedora reacted in alarm. “WE JUST 
TALKED ABOUT THIS!" 

"No, girl, I ain't even tryna trick ya. Just look.” Vandivier went to 
the black and white pendant on the floor in the center of the room and 
stood over it. 

"Couple of years ago, Madina had a war room built. But she also 
needed somewhere safe she could . . . practice her skills. Just like you, 
her powers ain't come with a nice manual, so she had to figure the shit 
out. And over the years, she got damn good.” 

“But she ain't want the Kingdom to know she was still learning,” 
Vandivier continued. “She ain't want em to know she didn't know how 
to use all her powers yet. So, she built this place, and I used to watch 
her practice with the general. Not only can you let it all out up in here, 
there is something else she built in this room in secret, and I think you 
can get us there." 

"What is it?" Sedora asked. 

"An underwater lair, in the swamp. General toll me it's right 
beneath this little lavaliére." Vandivier pointed at the pendant. 

"You wanna try to find it?" he asked Sedora. 

"Yeah, sure," she replied. 

"Okay, you know how ta swim?" 

"No." 

"Awrite. Well you boutta learn." 

Vandivier dropped to the floor and picked at the pendant. He was 
looking for a key or trigger of some sort, something he could pull, or 
yank. But he knew Madina wouldn't create the entrance in a way that 
just anyone could gain entry. 

"How you think we could get down dere?" he asked, looking up at 
Sedora. "If you was Madina, how would you open it up?" 

"T don't know." Sedora shook her head and shrugged her shoulders. 

"Come' ere right quick." Vandivier pulled Sedora closer to the 
circle. “Look at this.” 

Sedora bent down and noticed some small writing on the pendant. 
She winced. 

"What? What you see?” Vandivier asked. 

"Right there—" Sedora pointed at the center of the pendant. There 
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was a picture of a child, the same child she had seen drawn on a mural 
in the secret room upstairs. “It says. . . ‘Madeleine’.” 

Abruptly, the marble pendant lifted into the air. Cold green water 
began to gush from the resulting hole in the floor like an open hydrant, 
quickly flooding the room and sweeping Sedora and Vandivier off their 
feet. 

"S.Bonds! It's gon’ fill all the way to the top, you ain’t got to hold 
your breath!" Vandivier instructed. “Don't worry—you ain't gon’ 
drown." 

Sedora panicked none the less as water rushed over her head, 
submerging her. She looked down through the water to see the floor 
caving in and tons of river water rising up to fill the room. Sedora let 
out an underwater scream as they sank into the swamp, but Vandivier 
swam in front of her and yelled, "Stop struggling! Let it run through 
you!" 

Ican breathe underwater? she spoke with a mouth full of river. 

"Yes, and hear too,” Vandivier spoke, as plainly as if they were still 
breathing air. Vandivier grabbed Sedora’s wrist, and they floated out of 
the palace through the cavernous hole in the floor. 

As they descended to the bottom of the swamp, they passed a huge 
underwater nest filled with hundreds of giant eggs. 

“Dat’s the gator’s nest!" Vandivier explained as they swam along. 
Directly behind the nest, a small underwater wooden treehouse glowed 
with dimly lit floodlights. 

They approached the treehouse under the watchful eyes of a slew 
of gators. Vandivier turned the algae-covered handle on the treehouse 
door. As soon as Vandivier opened the door, the water inside rushed 
out of the house, creating an instant pocket of air within. 

Vandivier stepped inside the treehouse, pulling Sedora along with 
him. She coughed once, thinking she'd need to clear her lungs of water, 
but there was no need: she continued to breathe easily. Sedora stood 
awkwardly at first but quickly regained her balance, the water now 
dripping from her soggy clothes onto the floor. 

Inside the room was a small cot-like bed and pictures of Madina 
holding a baby. 

"My goodness . . . the little girl in the mural. She looks just like this 
little baby here." Sedora placed the picture down and walked towards 
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the back of the treehouse, where there was another door. She opened 
the door and gasped. 

"What, girl, what you gasping like dat for?" Vandivier asked as he 
rummaged through a drawer in the room. 

He walked over to her and then gasped as well. 

An uncountable, unimaginable amount of money, jewels, books, art 
and riches was spread across the entire length and width of the palace. 
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"Dad?" Armand called out and look at the lowering sun. He was sitting 
with his father and Mr. Jay's friend on the Kingdom's levee, over- 
looking miles and miles of water and land. 

"Yeah, son," Mr. Jay replied. 

"Remember dat time you took me fishing by the lake?" 

"Yeah, of course, I remember. Boy, dat was a good day." 

Armand laughed. “Dat’s how you remember it? Man, you threw me 
in the lake and told me to swim!" Mr. Jay's friend gasped at this 
revelation. 

"Yeah, I did." 

"T coulda drowned, Dad." 

"I wouldn't gon’ let nothing happen to you, boy. But you had to 
learn, and ya mama was too scared to ever let you get in the water by 
yourself. Every time we'd go to the Lincoln beach, when you was a boy, 
I'd take you in the water with me, and I couldn't do nothing to get yo 
little ass in the water on your own. You wouldn't let go of me, no 
matter how much I pushed you." 

"Thank God for yo maw,” Mr. Jay’s friend said. “Seems to me like 
you'd be dead messing round with Jay." All the men laughed. 

"Yeah, my paw was rough on me, but my mama always was there to 
back em off,” Armand said. "I sho'll do miss Mae." Armand grew quiet. 

"Me too," Mr. Jay said, suddenly lost in thought. 

"Y'all hear anything from Grean yet about what she gon’ do with 
you?" Mr. Jay’s friend asked. 

"No. She never came to see us after the parade. But we got to know 
something, cause this boy mama will worry sick if she don't know 
where he at." 
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"She probably thank I'm dead,” Armand said. “I need to go tell her 
I'm alright real soon." 

"Don't worry, son, I don't care who say no, we'll make a way." Mr. 
Jay grabbed the back of Armand’s neck and lightly shook his body 
endearingly. 
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Navarra lowered her body into her boiler. The sounds of an ancient 
flute kissed her ears, played by the soul of a skilled Italian who would 
forever be her enslaved performer. 

"Again, George," she spoke to the flute, which bounced in the air 
throughout the room. 

Navarra closed her eyes and saw four seasons of her life over the 
years passing through her mind. She alternately smiled and frowned. 
Unlike a doll, she could not hide her emotions. Her mind settled ona 
time a few days prior to the end of their utopia. She saw and could 
even hear the Countess. Navarra shrank down into her boiler hoping 
the boiling water would cook the thought out of her head. 

We wi" get back in. We’ get the Kingdom back in time. 

Bad news, omens, and hunters on the way normally offered her a 
sweet ecstasy. She loved stories of doom and of people with nowhere 
to run. 

But when she was the one running... even devils like her hated bad 
news when it was bad for them. 

"NAVARRA" she heard Saphira frantically call for her. 

Navarra quickly stepped out of the boiler and left her room, flying 
down the steps of the first floor of Carmella's mansion. 

"DON'T LEAVE YOUR ROOM!" Saphira’s voice warned. 

Navarra’s foot hit the bottom step. Her body began to shake. 

She looked around silently and saw that Carmella's house was 
completely empty. There was no furniture, and no one was there. 

"Saphira!" Navarra bent at her knees and screamed for her sister 
in sin. 

"Glamorous." Navarra heard death clogging a woman's voice. 

"Glamorous . .. the way you've been living since I've killed you." 
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"AH! AAAAH!” Navarra heard distant screams, one of which 
sounded like the voice of Carmella. 

"Countess?" Navarra called out. 

"Yes, prey, ... it is me. You've failed, and I’ve come for you." 

"No!” Navarra shouted. 

“Tll never let you win. You hated when they made me immortal. 
You wanted me to be your vessel, but you didn't get me." Navarra 
looked around her. As she spoke, spiders began appearing on the walls 
of Carmella’s foyer and all around her. 

"You're the woman for me,” The Countess said. “I love you so 
much dat I just want to fill your body with salt, silence, nothingness, 
and despair I want to be like a stuffed spider, carrying your carcass 
around in me." 

"I refuse! I'll never let you eat me,” Navarra insisted. 

"Yes, go ahead and make it hard for me," The Countess said, as 
millions of spiders now spilled over the walls. Navarra reacted by spin- 
ning herself into a whirl like a small tornado in the center of the room. 
She would blast every spider into oblivion before she would let The 
Countess devour her. 

KNOCK! KNOCK! The sound of two fists at Carmella’s front 
door halted everything. 

"Everyone, stop!" A demand was heard and heeded. It was the 
voice of the devil's representative. “We have a visitor.” Emile, the old 
messenger demon announced. 

The countess stopped her spiders, and the illusion faded. 

Navarra glanced around her and found her brothers and sisters in sin 
to be standing in the foyer as well, all facing their own destroyers,sent 
to execute them for their failure to produce Madina for the devil. 

Emile, the messenger had simply come to see that the deed was 
completed. He patiently and somewhat disinterestedly sat in Carmel- la’s 
living room, in her favorite chair, staring at a magazine with crossedlegs. 
The seven were done; their time was up. 

As the illusions faded away, in walked the visitor, the master of the 
masquerade and the most powerful wizard the Kingdom had grown, 
the Alchemist. He strutted into Carmella's house with a tall grey afro, 
thick black eyebrows, and broad, clean hands. 
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"Before you devour them, wouldn't you all rather eat an angel?" the 
Alchemist asked with a sly smile. 

In his hand, hovering above his palms, his mind was holding a 
massive crystal ball in the air that showed Sedora's sweet face and 
crowned head floating down the streets of the Kingdom on the Bayou. 
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/ he radioman, Mr. Superstition, spun a record that had his 

shoulders bouncing and the gold teeth in his mouth skip- 
ping. He puffed a cigar. Atop his short red seat, he twirled amid stacks of 
radio equipment, cart-machines, and tape players. 

"GREETINGS, ALL WHO COME BENEATH THIS FUNKY 
LAND! What's inside ya heart after such a wonderful evening. Call in 
and get it all out. Right now, only on the funky bayou." 

"Radioman?" a teenage girl called in. 

"Yesss ... hello there," he said energetically. 

"Hey, Mr. Superstition! Did you see Queen! She awfully pretty, ain't 
she?" 

“As a picture! Make sho’ you tell’em dat when they ask bout yo 
queen, hea? Don’t let’em play with her out’chea!” He clicked over to 
the next caller. 

"Radioman, is Queen spoken for?" 

"Shucks, when I see her tonight, I'll ask her,” Mr. Radioman 
quickly responded. "Ooops—did I just say dat? Lawd knows I can’t 
hold sweet water!" He held his hand to his mouth and looked around 
the room animatedly. 

"But oh yes, I sho’ll did say it!" He chuckled into the microphone. 

"LISTEN TO ME ALL YOU CAJUNS, CREOLES, BAYOU-INS 
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... I'M ABOUT TO BLESS YA! If you shall need me tonight, I will be 
where anybody who’s anybody will be! Tonight, I will be doing the 
unbelievable, living a once in a lifetime fantasy dat’s gon hang over our 
heads like meat on a string. The bulletin is in my possession yall. 
Would you like to know what's in my hand? Call and let me know." 

"TELL US, SUPERSITITON!" a man called in next and asked. 

"Good morning to you too brotha, I have—" 

"RADIOMAN, SPIT IT OUT!" the caller insisted. 

"Should I REALLY? I got beaucoup time on my hands y’all." He 
teased a bit more. 

"OKAY, the wait has concluded. Turn ya ear to my voice if ya can 
hea me. in my hand, I got me eleven invitations, delivered from the 
palace early this morning. And I so do wish you could see them. Each 
invitation is a perfectly cut rectangular shape and as clear to see- 
through as spring water. They seem to have been made with hot, 
unmelting ice. Ooo-wee, the event coordinator be thanking in the 
palace y’all!” Mr. Superstition paused and rubbed his hairy sideburns. 

“On these ice-cold intergalactic initiation invitations it reads, 
‘You're invited to party with Sedora Bonds, the new Queen of the 
bayou. Arrive at the palace tonight at 8:00 sharp’.” 

“Look out na, tonight we boogie! I got ten of these to give out, and 
if you don’t get one you best know the owner of the spot cause the line 
gon be long, y’all. HURRY AND CALLIN! I GOT TO TIE UP THESE 
LOOSE ENDS SO I CAN GO GET READY FOR TONIGHT!” 
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Three hurried knocks jolted the door of the Iris at eight in the 
morning. 

“La! La! Bonjour! This is your mistress!” Sedora heard someone 
announce with a strong Cajun accent. 

“Come in,” Annette shouted to the door excitedly, anticipating the 
arrival of the Mistress. 

Vandivier had come to them late the previous night and told 
Sedora that she had an appointment with her new dressmaker, the 
Mistress of Fashion. 
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Vandivier and the palace coordinator planned a night on the town 
for the Doucette family so that Sedora could make her first appearance 
as Queen of the Bayou. 

“T heard she’s so good, S. Bonds,” Annette whispered excitedly and 
clapped her petite hands. 

“Let’s see what she working with because one thing I know, honey, 
I got style, and I KNOW STYLE.” 

Josephine brushed her fingers across Baby Claude’s head and 
laughed at Annette. 

Sedora nodded approvingly and finished chewing the last of her 
eggy croissant breakfast, daubing her mouth with a soft cloth. 

“Good mawnin’! Comment ¢a va?” A pink ghost, with just a torso 
and no legs, emerged from the hallway and bowed. The ghost was 
wearing a French-style corset that buttoned from top to bottom. On 
the outside of her corset were small praline, pecan, chocolate, mint, 
and fruity candies packed onto each other. 

As she walked, the candies moved from side to side. She also had 
on a lemon-colored, Victorian-style wig and sported long, sky-blue 
nails. She popped a piece of a wrapped strawberry praline candy into her 
mouth from her corset, and the piece of candy grew back secondslater 
as a different mouthwatering delectable. 

“Oh, hello,” Sedora said, staring at the Mistress with enlarged eyes, 
raised eyebrows, and a surprised expression. 

The Mistress had a waist so small that one’s hand could wrap round 
it. Her ghostly frame caved in the middle like a sharp cliff. 

“And you two must be... the sistah’s of the Queen?” “Yes. 

I’m Jo, and dat’s Netty,” Josephine said and smiled. 

“Oh, how very nice to meet you all! I’m honored.” The Mistress 
looked back at Sedora with longing eyes. “May I loom at your precious 
feet, dawlin’?” 

Sedora looked at Josephine and nodded her head. 

The mistress floated to Sedora’s feet and carefully looked her over. 

“It is an honor to meet you, Queen! I promise to make you the 
most well-dressed person dat ever lived. I’ve heard so much about you. 
Folks in the palace say youre just as quiet and nice, nothing like... 
you know who.” 

“Thank you,” Sedora said nervously. 
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“And what about us?” Annette said. 

“Oh, but of course. My fleet is waiting to dress you too, and the 
entire family as well.” The Mistress smiled broadly at the sisters before 
continuing. 

“I’ve been waiting to meet Queen Sedora since she arrived here. 
They’ve always told me she was sick or recovering. I think they held 
me off you as long as they could, but I'll go insane if I don’t make your 
first original piece.” The Mistress put herself on the floor and placed 
her hand across her forehead as if she were passing out. 

“PLEASE!” she said dramatically, “tell me you’re ready to enter 
history.” 

Sedora started to speak but stopped, feeling flustered. 

“Oh, I apologize for upsetting you,” the Mistress said, “but I just 
get so excited about fashion. It can jolt me into madness at any time. . 
. especially when I have such a legendary muse. Just LOOK AT YOU! 
Youre why they call wine fine; your face is full of pure beauty. I could 
go on, but I won't. Pll wait for your answer and remain forever if I 
must.” 

“Yes, ma’am, I guess [Tm .. . ready.” Sedora chuckled. 

“APPRENTICES!” the Mistress called loudly. Several male and 
female ghosts, all wearing corsets, flooded into Sedora’s room. They 
ushered in with racks full of fabrics, closets filled with clothing, and 
delicate boxes of jewelry and shoes. 

“SERGEI, CORDELIA, MEASUREMENTS!” 

“THE REST OF YOU, FABRICS!” 

“May I, Queen?” Sergei came to Sedora’s feet and stretched out a 
yellow measuring tape. 

“Yes,” she answered, and Sergei whirled the tape around her waist. 

“24 inches,” he broadcasted. He then dropped like an elevator and 
maneuvered the tape around the rim of her butt. 

“Oh, I can’t wait for my turn,” Annette said happily. 

“Queen, what would you like to wear for the grand tour tonight?” 
The mistress held out a pin and a short pad of paper. She pursed her 
lips and squinted an eye so she could better hear Sedora’s response. 

“Uh ...” Sedora looked to Josephine and Annette. 

“IT... I don't know.” 

“FABRICS!” 
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The mistresses’ apprentices suddenly flowed into the room 
carrying numerous bolts of fabric. 

“We must do a gallery walk of the fabrics,” the Mistress said 
breathlessly and whisked herself into the maze of fabric that besieged 
them. 

Sedora and Annette followed the Mistress around the massive 
room and glanced at the colors as if they were at an art museum. 
Josephine stayed on the bed with Baby Claude to avoid disturbing his 
sleep. 

“This one is nice.” Sedora reached out and touched a fabric that 
was dark velvet blue with pearls all over it. 

“Yes!” agreed the Mistress. “Now, embroiled on this fabric are salt- 
water pearls. They are soft and quite hard to collect. If you do not like 
the shade of these pearls, we also have this same design with fresh- 
water pearls, which would add a little golden tint that'll really make 
that blue come alive.” 

“Wow! You do? I guess I'd like a bit of gold.” 

“Hmmph! And this design comes in blood velvet as well.” 

“Blood velvet? It ain’t made out of real blood is it,” Annette asked 
in a repulsed tone. 

The Mistress stopped talking. “We can make it out of something 
else if dat bothers you.” 

Sedora’s eyes widened. 

Good Lawd, she thought. 

“She'll stick with the blue,” Annette said. 

“Of course, Cher, we will open with this style. Now, let’s select 
some others; when the Bayou sees you again tonight, you must be 
intimidatingly styled, your presence as ominous as the banishment of 
the four seasons.” 

Annette drifted off to look at the fabrics. 

Apprentices followed her around, taking notes of her ideas, most 
for Sedora and others for herself. 

“How will I get the clothes every day?” Sedora asked. 

“T live on the ground of the palace, and it is my duty to personally 
deliver your clothes every day.” 

“So, I have to wait for you to bring me stuff to wear?” 

“Heavens, no! Every day I'll bring you hundreds of clothes and also 
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come whenever you call for anything. IMAGINE, one day, you're in 
the garden, and a lovely shade of flower catches your eye. You start to 
want to wear that color on your body. Then you come to me so I can 
make your dream a reality ...in as many ways as I can make it.” 

“So, you come here every day, just to bring more clothes even if I 
already have enough?” 

“Yes. I make you over 700—closer to 800—items a week, or more 
if you would like.” 

“Aw no, that’s not necessary. I wouldn’t want you doing that. My 
mama can just get me stuff when I need it.” 

“Please, no! Queen, try to see my purpose. This is my life. I live to 
make you a picture of style that the world has never seen.” 

Sedora smiled and walked to the bed. She collapsed onto it and 
closed her eyes. “Thank you, God!!” she whispered, feeling lightheaded 
by the splendor of her sudden royalty. 
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“SAY IT!” Zafir shrieked at Emery. 

“PLEASE, ’?LL TELL!” Emery begged. “What do you want to 
know! Just tell me!! What is it you need to know?” 

Zafir laughed as he stood over Emery. “You're ready for this to be 
over? Why? We're enjoying ourselves, aren’t we?” Zafir then clawed a 
piece of flesh from Emery’s hand and tossed it into his mouth. He 
chewed it up in his sharp, shark-like teeth. 

“Ohhh!!!” Emery screamed. 

“It’s sad how good you taste. Your flesh is so rich. . .” 

“Okay, for time’s sake, I'll let you hurry me. Servant boy, is there 
anything you want to tell me?” Zafir leaned over Emery with Emery’s 
blood dripping from his teeth. 

“Yes! I know who the new Queen is!” 

“We all know that,” responded Zafir. “Youre an intelligent fella. . . . 
Tell me something I don’t know, or I’m going to tear this delicious 
hand completely off and make it my breakfast.” 

“Tl tell you! I saw the new Queen in Madina’s pot. Madina asked 
me to curse her so she could send the king of France in to kill her.” 

“Why?” Zafir asked 
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“Madina... chose her,” Emery confessed. 

“SHE’S THE VESSEL?!” Thiago asked. 

“Yes.” 

“That means . . . the beast has been born?” Zafir asked. 

“Yes.” 

“WHAT'S HER NAME?” Saphira wrapped her hand around 
Emery’s throat. She squeezed tightly and stared into his eyes, entering 
his mind. I know you helped them get rid of her, and when this is over, I’m 
going to be the one who takes you to the darkness! shethreatened. 

“SAPHIRA!” Carmella yelled impatiently. Saphira backed away. 

“Calm down! We still need him,” Carmella said. 

“My sister spoke clearly. What is this false queen’s name?” Zafir 
spat. 

“Sedora... Bonds... Doucette,” Emery said. 

Baron dissipated from the attic as soon as his earless head heard 
the name, his hunger for her appeared quick and turned rabid before 
he could hit the sky. 

Carmella walked out of the attic too, heading to wildly hunt for 
Sedora. Zafir and Thiago followed Carmella. 

Before Zafir left the room, he turned to Sapphira and Navarra. 

“KILL HIM!” 

“And hurry,” he added. “We need to find out as much as we can 
about this false queen so we can end this.” 

“My pleasure,” Saphira said. “Go, Navarra. I’ll be downstairs soon. I 
want to be alone with him.” 

Navarra nodded and left the room. She went down into Carmella’s 
now emptied house and waited for Sapphira to finish the deed so they 
could hunt down Sedora. 

Saphira turned her back to Emery. 

“You loved her, didn’t you? That’s why you’re more upset that she’s 
gone.” 

Saphira ignored Emery and tugged at the twin ‘S’-shaped black 
knives that lay on her waist at all times. 

“Though I am blind, I saw this in her future. I knew you'd be 
the one to help her fall.” She paused to let her prescience sink in to 
Emery’s mind. “And do you know what else I saw?” Sapphira turned 
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around to face him. “I saw . . . these knives, REMOVING YOUR 
HEAD!” 

Emery closed his eyes. “TURN! TURN! TURN!” he rapidly 
shouted out loud. 

While Sapphira watched in surprise, Emery gritted his teeth and 
held onto his seat as black feathers popped up through his skin. 
Quickly, fully-formed wings shot out from his back and with one 
mighty stroke blew Saphira into the wall of the attic. 

Navarra heard something slam into the wall, and saw the ceiling 
above her head fracture. 

Emery then broke free from the chair. His legs turned into bird’s 
feet, his head turned into a birds with a beak, and his eyes became 
black as a vulture. He squawked furiously as his wings continued to 
blow the wind of a tornado at Sapphira. She fought against it but 
struggled to gain her footing. 

Navarra ran up the attic steps, hearing the wind and feeling it shake 
the house. 

“AN ARGENTAVO!” Navarra screamed in shock. She looked at 
the chair and saw that the giant, ancient bird was Emery. “He’s a bird 
demon!” she screamed. 

Just as Navarra spoke, Emery blew fire from his beak in Navarra’s 
direction, causing the wall behind her to burst into flames. 

Emery then beat his wings savagely and shot through the roof of 
Carmella’s house, into the atmosphere. Emery had no control over the 
bird demon that Madina had placed in him. Because the Argentavo in his 
soul was always hungry and needed to feed, even when it was aloft, its 
mind was focused on the ground, searching for a victim. When the 
Argentavo needed to find something to swallow whole, Emery came 
along for the ride, as it were, and often watched the unfolding scene in 
silence and horror. 

The Argentavo swooped over the streets of mid-city New Orleans 
and camouflaged itself with the air. It looked in an alley and, seeing a 
plump drunk man lying on his side, landed at the entrance to the alley- 
way, cornering the man. 

The bird demon rushed toward the man the same way it had done 
the Bourbon Street Jester the night of Annette’s birthday party. In just 
moments, the man’s chest had been ripped from the rest of his body. 
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Sedora looked at herself in a long oval mirror with her mistress, 
mother, and father standing behind her. Her dress was mermaid- 
shaped and shoulder less. The gown was slightly sultry, as it cupped her 
breasts and hugged the rest of her body down to her ankles. Half of 
her thick, curly tresses were pulled up into a large round bun, and the 
rest fell to her waist. On top of her head was a lovely crown she’d 
picked out that was medium-sized and made entirely out of diamonds 
and pearls to match her freshwater-pearled dress. 

“Baby, I don’t like it,” Aldora said sadly and stared at Sedora. 

“You don’t like the dress, madam?” the Mistress of Fashion asked in 
a shocked tone. 

“No, not that. I don’t like my girls going out of this palace. Espe- 
cially at night. I told Grean I don’t want her around my family 
anymore, and now she still putting y'all up to stuff.” 

“Mama, I ain't seen Grean in days, though. She been staying away 
like you asked.” 

“Gal, you silly if you think she ain't spying and having people do her 
dirty work,” Aldora said. 

“If we ain't need em, I would run that lil skinny sidekick she got 
snooping around too.” 

The Mistress stayed quiet. 

“Aldora, stop making my baby feel bad with all that sad talk,” Joe 
scolded. “She deserves to have a little fun. You heard all them people 
screaming for her, didn’t you? Let her go get dat love.” 

“Okay, the dress is gorgeous, Sedora . . . but you look like a 
woman.” Aldora criticized. 

“Cause she is a woman, Mama,” Annette said, walking into the 
closet where Sedora was getting dressed. 

Annette was wearing a sparkling red dress with a plunging neckline, 
and her afro was styled perfectly. “Don’t mind Mama, she just don’t 
know how to handle all this. You look beautiful, S. Bonds, like a real 
Queen” She hugged Sedora. 

Josephine got dressed in her room with Claude, and they both 
came into the room with Baby Claude a few moments later. When it 
was time for the Mistress to style them for the tour tonight, they 


396 


picked out matching fabrics. Claude wore a silky green shirt with no 
buttons, and Josephine wore the dress version of it. 

“MY GOODNESS! BABY, YOU LOOK SO NICE! AW, I’M 
ABOUT TO CRY!” Josephine said and spun Sedora around. She wiped 
tears from each of her eyes. 

“Thank my Mistress,” Sedora said. The Mistress bowed and smiled 
confidently. 

“Are you nervous fox? This is a big night for you,” Big Claude 
asked. 

Sedora looked around the room at her family, who were waiting 
eagerly for her to speak. 

“I confess. It’s gon’ grieve me if I ruin this for myself tonight. ’m 
already feeling ill at the sight of the crowd outside the palace, so I ain’t 
even gon’ bother to confirm what I already know: everybody’s waiting . 
..on me.” 

“Baby, you got to have faith that everything is going to be alright,” 
Josephine reassured her. 

“If you supposed to be here, in this Kingdom, then no matter what 
happens tonight or any other night that comes after it . . . you’re 
covered with love and protection. From God and from us. You’re 
covered.” 

“She right,” Aldora agreed. 

“Come on yall, it’s almost eight. Let’s head down,” Annette said 
and checked herself out in the mirror. 

Big Claude handed Baby Claude to his grandparents. 

But Aldora’s expression never changed, as she didn’t want Sedora 
going out into the Kingdom. Every day and night she worried, and she 
didn’t want any of her family out of her sight. 

Vandivier had explained to her, however, that Sedora had to get to 
know the kingdom: “She got to campaign, or they'll never receive her.” 
So, Aldora knew she had to allow the night to happen if Sedora would 
be staying there. 

The girls, Claude, and fifteen adult family members all came out of 
their rooms and headed down the steps. Vandivier was standing at the 
bottom of the stairs. “Hey, baby, you look like a brand new dollar bill. 
Look at you! Now the Tramps gon be with you all night in case 
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anything goes down, but remember, tonight is for fun, so don’t be 
afraid to be who you are.” 

Vandivier then lifted his hand, and the palace doors opened. 

In front of the palace steps was a pack of at least eight luxury 
convertibles. In the front was a candy purple Pontiac GTO convertible 
with glistening royal gold seats. The car was two times the normal size. 
Standing by the car was the radioman, Mr. Superstition, in a tiger print 
suit, looking sharper than he had ever looked before. He opened the 
car door and bowed. 

“After you, Queen.” 

Sedora scooted into the front seat, which was roomy enough to fit 
five people. Sedora heard a funky disco beat with lyrics about having a 
good time blaring from the car’s radio. 

Annette scooted in next to Sedora, and Claude and Josephine got 
in the back of the car. The rest of the family members chose other cars 
and hopped in. Only Sedora’s car had a captain, though, because no 
one knew the hot spots in the bayou better than Mr. Superstition. 

The radioman saluted Vandivier and turned the all créme steering 
wheel to pull away from the palace steps. The palace was already 
crowded with people who the Tramps had held back, all of who were 
waiting to see Sedora again. 

When they pulled away, Mr. Superstition woke up the rest of the 
streets. “WATCH OUT NA! WE’RE BRINGING THE ROYAL 
GROOVE, SO COME ONE COME ALL AND PARTY WITH YO 
QUEEN!” 

People ran through the streets after the caravan of royalty. 

“Nice car you got here,” Annette said to Mr. Superstition. 

“Oh dear, this ain’t mine. This MY Queen, Sedora Bonds’ car! They 
just had it made it for her. I’m just driving it to take yall out on the 
town for the grand tour.” 

“Well, then you better drive my sistah car gently. Bet not leave a 
scratch,” Annette joked. 

“Can do my love. Sure can do,” Mr. Superstition replied. 

“Whew! Yall, it’s time to party!” Annette shouted to her family in the 
drop-tops behind them. They were now entering the city, the streets of 
which were packed. “My sister is a QUEEN! Tell everybody you know!” 
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“SEDORA! SEDORA!” The queen’s name was shouted out 
constantly in the streets. 

“Oh, yo sister is a corridor of trouble ain't she?” Mr. Superstition 
teased. 

Sedora laughed. 

“Yeah, she do what she want,” She admitted. 

Sedora waved to people, but wanted to hide from all the attention. 

I like Ms. Trouble. She gon put a spe! on me; I can see it na, Mr. Supersti- 
tion thought. 

He pulled up to a club called “Queens and Kings” that showcased 
afros and blinking lights. There were five floors. 

“Oh, my goodness!” Sedora exclaimed. 

Tramps were guarding a red walkway, and thousands of people 
waited in a long line. 

“S. Bonds!” they screamed. 

Sedora squeezed between Annette and Josephine with her hands full 
of sweat and her nails digging into their skin. 

Following directly behind the radio host, Annette confidently 
swiveled her hips through the club doors and heard the funk on a loud- 
speaker as soon as she stepped in. She immediately began shuffling her 
feet to the rhythm, but then stopped when she noticed that there was 
no floor in the club. 

There was a hundred-foot drop beneath them, and all the party 
people were flying in the air! 

A gentleman collecting money at the door had just allowed a 
customer in. “AYE! I told you last month, Anne, stop giving me this 
wet ass titty money. Ole sweaty shit!” 

Then seeing the royal entourage, he said, “Hello, whew! You’re 
finally here . .. and where’s the Queen?” 

“Here, she is!” Annette pushed Sedora to the front of the line. 

“Your Majesty, nice to meet you. My name is Maxwell Brix, and I 
work the doors.” 

“Hello,” Sedora said softly and smiled. 

“I have something for you,” Brix said. He pointed toward a small 
corridor left of the club entrance, where there was a performers’ rack 
covered with a red cloth that had her name stitched on it. 

“What color wings you want?” Brix asked. 
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“WHAT?! Wings!” Claude yelled. 

“Yeah, brotha, we catch our groove from the air in this club,” Mr. 
Superstition explained. 

He went to retrieve his special wings, which had his initials “M.S.” on 
each wing. 

There was also a DJ booth and several floating slide-in tables in the 
club, all of which sat underneath a giant disco ball the size of a small 
planet that reflected striking colors all over the walls and floors. 

Mr. Superstition went to the booth and instantly took over. 

“Good evening, we reaching for ya, live from the inside of your 
heart’s deepest desire, a chance to breathe in this beautiful wonderland 
we own.” He inhaled deeply. 

“The air has been bought by your Queen, Sedora Bonds Doucette. 
Yes, she is here, in Queens and Kings. If you ain’t here already, come on 
down, but don’t crowd her na, yall!” He then snapped his fingers and a 
gathering of smoke dropped the best collection of records he owned 
onto the DJ booth. 

Sedora stared in awe at Mr. Superstition, and at the people soaring 
through the air, dancing and flying in and out of different floors in the 
club. 

“You ready?” Mr. Brix asked. 

Sedora nodded her head with a nerve-wracking smile taking over her 
sweet face. 

Maxwell pulled the red cloth from the rack, revealing four sets of 
wings just for Sedora. There was a pair of giant all-black wings, a 
purple and silver set, a purple and white set, and a red set. 

Sedora chose the purple and silver set and turned around so the 
wings could be safely placed on her back. The wings softly slid into her 
skin and lightly lifted her off her feet. 

She tilted forward, and immediately she was flying. 

The rest of her family hurriedly picked out their wings as well and 
began to fly across the dance floor. People from the bayou tried to 
flock to the Doucettes, but the family was surrounded by the Tramps, 
who only allowed approach upon permission. 

“It’s okay, let *em through!” Big Claude insisted, assuring the 
Tramps that Sedora and the women were fine because he would 
protect them. Many of the party goers then crowded close to the 
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family, hugging and greeting them, and happily helping them get the 
hang of flying. 

The revelers started a line and boogied down the middle of it. 

Sedora flew close to her sisters because the bulk of the crowd 
fought hard for her attention. She waved and smiled but let Josephine 
and Annette do most of her campaigning. She looked toward the 
corner of the establishment and saw a floating bar with three tenders 
behind it. Sitting at the farthest end of the bar, in a dark corner, was 
Armand. 

He was staring directly at her and sipping on a jar of bubbling 
brown beer called Swamp Mud. 

At the sight of him, Sedora lost her balance and almost dropped 
out of the air. She pulled at her sisters and managed to fly toward the 
opposite wall. The Tramps and Big Claude quickly saw her new trajec- 
tory and cleared a path for the sisters. 

“Netty! Look whose here!” Sedora discreetly pointed across the 
room to the bar. 

“Oh, my goodness.” 

“Jo, it's Armand,” Annette said to her sister. 

"Claude, go speak to him." Josephine said. 

“Awrite,” Claude grunted and immediately flew over to the bar 
without any hesitation. The two men spoke briefly and then began 
laughing. 

“Maybe he’s not too mad at us. I see they smiling,” Annette said. 

Claude came back about ten minutes later, and he and the three 
women slid into a corner booth. 

“What?” Big Clause asked in response to their expectant stares. 

“WHAT’D HE SAY!” demanded Annette. 

“He ain’t say nothing. He just asked me how I got in the bayou, and 
I asked him the same and what he was doing here is all . . . even though 
I kinda already knew.” 

“But what is he doing here at this club?” Sedora asked. 

“He said he got an invitation about the celebration from some 
brotha on the radio. Man thought he’d come to get a drink is all.” 

“Oh, my goodness!” Sedora said, sinking in the air again. 

Annette and Josephine laughed. 

“Ooo... Foxy got a crush!” Josephine said. 
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“In love with him, ain’t she!” Annette laughed. 

“Sho’ll is,” replied Josephine. “Got damn, S. Bonds!” 

“That’s a grown-ass man, sistah in-law,” said Big Claude. “You 
better get up and go talk to him before somebody else do. They got 
they eyes on’em.” Big Claude looked around at several clusters of 
women who were watching Armand like a hawk. 

“NO, HE BETTER GET UP. MY SISTER IS A QUEEN. SHE 
DON’T RUN BEHIND NO MAN. YOU AND ARMAND 
BETTER RECOGNIZE THAT FAST,” Josephine said. 

“Woah! Watch out na, Fox!” Claude joked. 
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Emery crashed onto the floor of Grean's house as his body shrank back 
to normal. He was drenched with his own blood and that of at least 
three others. 

“You turned, didn’t you?” Grean asked. 

“Yes.” Emery broke down in tears. 

“Good, you did well. I know you ain’t have no choice son, so don’t 
blame yourself, Emery. It's not yo fault.” Grean kneeled beside him. 

Emery cried from the pain of his wings shrinking back into his soul 
as his body reverted back to human form. 

“She made me a murderer,” he whispered. 

“I know, Son, and I told you, as soon as we find the spell, I will 
change you back,” Grean promised. 

“Grean, I have to tell you. . . it’s bad. They're coming and they 
know everything.” Emery admitted, lifting his head to look her in the 
eyes. 

“You told them about S.Bonds?” Vandivier blurted out. 

“Thad no choice—” 

“Oh Lawd!” Vandivier cried out, angry and dismayed. 

“It’s okay, Vandivier. They would have found out eventually,” Grean 
reasoned. 

“What all do they know? Tell me everythang!” Vandivier demanded 
of Emery and began to pace around Grean’s living room. 

“At first, they didn’t know much,” Emery said. 

“But the Alchemist came to Carmella’s home. He showed her face 
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to Baron ... and to Hell. They all know who she is now. They called 
her an ‘angel’ and said that they would be here soon. And where is 
Armand?” 

“Why you lookin’ fa’him?” Vandivier asked. 

“Get him here,” replied Emery. “I think something terrible has 
happened to him.” 


ob 


“How did he get out?” Carmella shouted in Saphira’s face. 

Saphira presented her excuse to Carmella with Navarra’s help. 
Meanwhile, the Alchemist hummed around the attic of Carmella’s, 
ignoring their conversation completely. He picked up one of several 
large black feathers that Emery had dropped during his escape and 
sniffed it. 

“So, she really made him a bird demon.” The Alchemist laughed, 
then looked up and spoke to the air, “Well played.” 

“What are you laughing about?” Zafir said in a frustrated tone. 
“He’s going to go warn them! They'll never take the shield down now.” 

“I know, and don’t yell. Anger is too magnificent an emotion to use 
frequently. Collect the rest of the feathers.” The Alchemist smiled. 

“What will you do with them?” Navarra asked. 

“I’m going to get the Kingdom back,” the Alchemist said, staring 
up at the moon through the open hole in Carmella’s roof. 


ob 


At five in the morning, Armand walked into his father’s small house at 
the back of the bayou. Mr. Jay was sitting in his small, un-lively choco- 
late colored living room surrounded by Grean, Vandivier, and Emery. 

“Son, sit down.” Mr. Jay whimpered and took a swig from a bottle. 

“Sorry, Daddy, I know you ain’t want me going out. I felt so cooped 
up and went out while you was sleeping.” 

Then, looking at the others, Armand anxiously asked, “What they 
doing here?” 

“Son, just sit!” Mr. Jay insisted. 

Armand sat on the other end of the couch. 
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“We got word from the other side tonight . . .” Grean said. 

“Word about what?” Armand asked, confused. 

Mr. Jay inhaled, tried to answer his son, but collapsed his face into 
his hands in defeat. 

“Son, somebody may have hurt...your mama.” Mr. Jay announced 
through his fingers, 

“WHO HURT MY MAMA?!” Armand yelled and stood up, his 
heart racing with alarm. 

“We thank it was Thiago, the sixth of the seven deadly sins. He 
said he did something at your house to draw you in and that he knew 
you'd come to...her.” Grean answered him. 

Armand stopped breathing. His chest felt tight and his eyes bulged. 
He ran out of the house and looked up to the sky. 

“Please, God, no. Please!” he prayed. 

Then he turned back to Grean. “Take me back! How do I get 
back!” he frantically asked her. 

Grean exhaled with effort. “Come on,” she said. 
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A rmand arrived through a portal in a willow tree at the south 

end of Acadian road in the 17th ward. Standing underneath its 
limbs, he saw that his entire street had been shut down and that the 
whole neighborhood was weeping. The wind must have moved him 
closer to the scene, for his legs refused to move. As soon as he entered 
the street, people looked at him as if he was a ghost. Everybody had 
heard he was missing, and now they called out his name over and over 
again in anticipation of the grief that awaited him. 

"ARMAND! GAWD BLESS YA! YOU GON’ BE ALRIGHT!" 

"LISTEN, BABY, I LOVE YA! Ya, hear me? You got to be strong! 
Youse, a strong man. Strong!" 

An old woman named Ms. Cathy hurried up to him and gave him a 
hug that felt like a bullet to his barely breathing shell. His eyes were 
red and bloodshot with pain, but he kept going. 

As Armand neared his house, he heard the worst sound of his life, 
the weeping of those who loved his mama, Mae. The wailing came 
from those who adored her most and knew her dearest. 

"OHHHHHHH NO! NO!" He saw his aunt Mary struggling with 
a police officer on the sidewalk. 

His other aunts were violently sobbing. Armand walked right past 
them, toward the band of police officers who'd cornered off the house. 
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"Excuse me, sir. Ain't no one allowed in the house." A police officer 
stopped Armand, pushing his hand against Armand’s chest. 

Armand slapped the man's hand off his chest. "Get’cho mutha- 
fuckin hands off me," he said with his teeth gritted. 

"Sure," the police officer said and stepped aside. He turned away 
from Armand and smiled behind his back. 

There you are, Thiago thought. 

Armand saw that the front door of the house was wide open. He 
could see straight into it, and everything looked the same to him. 

He didn't know the tragedy was in his mother's room. 

"It's Armand!" One of his aunts finally noticed him. They all came 
to him sobbing. 

"Where have you been!" They shouted at him simultaneously. 

"Where my mama?" Armand asked, his eyes twitching and his 
throat threatening to fill with vomit. 

"She's... baby... she's dead. She's been murdered." 

"OH, LAWD, PLEASE NOT MY MAMA!" Armand fell to his knees 
and beat his fists into the concrete until his hand bloodied. 
"NOOOO!! NO! GOD, PLEASE NO!" 

He dug his nails into his face and dragged them down, creating 
deep scratches. Yet, he could not feel any of the pain, the inside of him 
was so doomed with grief. His sorrow was so intense it possessed him. 

His aunts tried to talk to him, but Armand was inconsolable. He 
couldn't be touched. 

The emergency personnel and medical examiner then emerged 
from the house carrying Mae's body on a white gurney, with a blood- 
stained white sheet covering her body. 


police officers immediately intervened, swarming around him, 
some even taking out their pistols as they shouted for him to calm 
down. Armand pushed them away like they weighed nothing. 

“MAMAAAA!” He screamed until his voice cracked and became 
dry with air. 

Coming at him from behind, the officers pinned Armand to the 
ground on his stomach and cuffed him. 

Meanwhile, the emergency personnel opened the back of the 
ambulance and placed Mae's body inside. 
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Armand slammed his head on the ground and screamed out in 
agony as he watched them take his mother away. He heard his aunts 
around him, arguing for the police to put away their weapons and let 
him go. 

He didn't care, however, even if they shot him dead, as there was 
no version of his life that he could imagine continuing without his 
mother, Mae. 


eb 


The day after Armand's seventh birthday, he woke up early to the 
sound of his mother's heartache. 

Mae was just a young woman at that time. She was sitting at the 
kitchen table with a stack of envelopes, bills, and responsibilities that she 
had never had before. She and Mr. Jay had married as juveniles, andhe 
had taken her into his house and told her that the only thing she had 
to do was raise their son. It'd been two years since he was gone, and 
with no idea how she was going to survive, the tears gushed from her 
eyes, as she knew her husband was not coming back. 

"How could he do this to me," she whimpered. 

She thought about the day she had found out Mr. Jay was cheating 
on her. It was a rainy day. Armand had just gotten off the bus from 
school and had a story he wanted to tell. He said a woman came to him 
at recess and told him she was going to be his new mother in a few 
months. Armand told his mother the woman was white and real pretty. 
Mae waited all night that same day for Mr. Jay to get off from work. As 
soon as he walked through the door, she looked him in the eye and told 
him what her son had told her. 

Mr. Jay listened in silence. His skin was musky from having worked 
all day; yet, when the only woman he had ever loved in the world 
recounted his dirtiest deed, it was his soul that felt filthy. Mae put Mr. 
Jay out that same night, and in the midst of thunderstorms he ran to 
Madina, having no place else to go. He was never seen in the human 
dimension of New Orleans again. 

Mae tried to keep her head, telling herself that the fling she 
supposed was still going on would die out, that her Jay would be home 
soon. He'd fight for her, even if he had to do so for all the years that 
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remained of their marriage. He would do it. She imagined so many 
nights that he'd come through the front door, get on his knees, and tell 
her that the other woman meant nothing to him. But it never 
happened, and when Armand was seven, the boy finally saw all the pain 
his mother was truly in. 

"What kind of man just forgets he brought a child into this world?" 
Mae cried to herself at the kitchen table. She was a mess. She lowered 
her head to the table, cradled it between her arms, and wept. 

Armand was asleep in his room at the time, but his mother's ques- 
tion disturbed the course of his dreams, and he woke up panicked. He 
came out of his room and stood by the entrance to the kitchen, 
watching her misery. 

He was a thick boy, with loads of baby fat and a soft face like his 
mama. He was wearing white underwear and a thin white t-shirt that 
exposed his round caramel belly. 

Mae's tears had a sobering effect on Armand. His mother was his 
world, and his little mind could not fathom why she was so unhappy. 

"Jesus, I can't afford all of this," Mae said aloud, not knowing 
Armand was standing there. He quietly backed away from the 
threshold and went back into his room. He looked under the bed and 
pulled out a small metal box that was old and rusted. He had found the 
box last summer on the way to the market with his mother. 

Armand sat cross-legged on the floor and opened the box. 

"1...2...3," he counted aloud. Three wrinkled and torn dollars— 
all the money he had earned by doing chores around the house. 

Armand closed the box and pushed it back under the bed. He then 
hurried back to the kitchen. His mother hadn't moved, and her 
burdens hadn’t budge either. 

Armand came up behind her and wrapped his arms around her 
back. He squeezed her as tight as he could, comforting her the best 
way that a seven-year-old boy knew. 

"Here, Ma, don't be sad. You can have my money," Armand said. 

Mae lifted her tear-streaked face and looked at her son. 

"No, baby, keep your money. Mama is gonna find us some money, 
you know that." 

"Uh uh.” Armand shook his head and tried to push the money into 
his mother’s hand. 
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Mae looked into Armand's young eyes; he was so much like his 
father. Reasonable, but stubborn when he meant what he said. 

"Okay, baby, I'll go put it on a bill. Thank you." Mae took the three 
dollars, then lifted him onto her lap and kissed his cheek. 

"Okay, go get washed up for breakfast. We gonna have fun today. 
Let's go to the market and get ice cream, then we can go by ya aunt 
Mary so you can play with your cousins." 

Yes!" Armand chirped. 

He hopped off his mother's lap and ran into the bathroom. The 
bathroom in Armand's house was sizable, as Mr. Jay had worked as a 
welder in a chemical plant and made a good living before he 
disappeared. 

Armand stepped on a little silver stool and pulled a tube of cheap 
white toothpaste from the cabinet above the sink. 

"Armand, breakfast ready!" Mae called. 

He stepped down on the stool and came back into the kitchen. His 
mother had two fried egg sandwiches waiting on a plate for him. 

He picked one up and raised it to his mother's mouth so she could 
eat first. She laughed and took a huge bite. 
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Armand smiled in his sleep, with a valley-full of Mae memories on his 
mind. He reached out in the air to grab her hand, envisioning the day 
they went to the market to pay bills and get cream. However, when he 
opened his eyes, he saw he was not a seven-year-old boy anymore, and 
his mother, Mae, was not alive. 

After knocking himself unconscious at home, Armand had been 
taken to a hospital. He was placed in a small hospital bed, handcuffed 
for his own safety, and was surrounded by his aunts. 

Realizing the dream was gone, only to be replaced by a perpetual 
nightmare, Armand breathed in as much air as he could, then bellowed 
a scream that shook the hospital. 

"MAMA!!! NO, MAMA!!! OH, LAWD JESUS! MAMA!" 

His aunt bent over and kissed his head as Armand’s screams turned 
to sobs. A doctor rushed in and stuffed a needle into his IV. 

"Baby, I'm so sorry," his aunt Mary said. 
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Rex wept off and on for hours, trying to resist the effects of the 
sedative the doctor had sent into his bloodstream. He cried until he 
fell asleep from sheer exhaustion. 

At 4:00 a.m., Armand woke up lacking the energy to further 
exhibit his wrath. 

He noticed that his aunts were still at his side, and the lights in his 
hospital room had been turned down low so that they could get some 
rest. They sat side by side on an old, hard, brown couch and looked as 
if they'd aged overnight because of their grief. 

Armand tried to move his arms, but he was still chained to the bed, 
and his wrists were bruised. He stopped struggling and lay flat on his 
back, staring at the white popcorn ceiling above his head. 

DEET ... DEET. He realized a monitor was stalking his pulse. He 
shut his eyes again. 

"Mama, I love you so much," he spoke aloud, praying Mae could 
somehow hear him. He was not willing to give her up, and knowing she 
was gone was smothering his heart. 

Armand said a short but earnest prayer and opened his eyes once it 
was concluded. He glanced at his room door. 

"SHIT!" 

He saw the police officer from the scene of the crime, who'd placed 
his hand on his chest, looking into the room through the window in 
the door. The officer was smiling broadly at him. 

Armand blinked his eyes once, and the police officer was gone. 

What the he! ... Armand thought and shook the weird encounter out 
of his mind, not knowing he was staring at his mother's murderer, 
Thiago. 
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"What happened to her?" Armand whispered. It was early the next 
morning. He was turned on his side, finally uncuffed, and facing a 
window that showed him a gorgeous new day. 

"We don't know, baby," Mary said. 

"How did she die?" he asked. 

Mary and Martha looked at each other. Mary shook her head. 

"I found her," his aunt Marlene said. 
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Armand closed his eyes and pushed himself to keep breathing. 

"Yeah," he said, wanting her to continue. 

"She had a—" Martha began. 

"No,” Mary stopped her. “Just wait. It's too soon,.” 

Armand had been in the hospital for three days, and this was the 
first time he was coherent enough to hold a conversation. 

"Mae wouldn't want to see him like this. Wait until he is stronger," 
Mary insisted. 

"Teedy, just tell me,” Armand implored. “I need to know. It's 
driving me crazy that I don't know how it happened to her." 

Mary sighed. "Somebody cut her up. Marlene came over to yall 
house cause Mae wasn't answering the phone, and she found her with a 
chainsaw in her." 

Armand gripped the sides of his head. His mind was already tender 
with pain, and the news of how she died whipped it again. 
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Grean knocked on Mr. Jay's door with Vandivier at his side. They were 
both eerily quiet. 

Mr. Jay swung the door open with red eyes. He'd been crying. 
"What happened? What'd y’all find out?" he asked. 

Grean took Mr. Jay’s hand in hers and pursed her lips together. 
Vandivier placed a newspaper from the human realm into Mr. Jay’s 
palms. 

"LIFE LONG EAST BANK RESIDENT FOUND BRUTALLY 
MURDERED IN HER OWN HOME DAYS AFTER HER SON 
WENT MISSING." Below the headline was a picture of Mr. Jay’s wife 
Mae and the details of how she had been found. 

Mr. Jay fell back against the door of his house and scanned the 
page. He finished reading and hurled the newspaper at the wall. 

"GOTDAMMIT MUTHAFUCKAS! . . . SHIT!" He exploded in 
rage and with both hands flipped the kitchen table over. 

The tirade continued until Mr. Jay had smashed or upturned every- 
thing he could get his hands on in the kitchen. When nothing was left 
to destroy, he collapsed to the floor and cried like a newborn baby. 

"Jay, rest assured, we ain't gon’ let this go,” Vandivier assured him. 
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“And you never know, she could be here. We gon’ check if her soul 
showed up here." 

"Man, I can't do it. Just knowing she died that way . . . went 
through all that pain CAUSE OF ME! IT’S CAUSE OF ME, VEE!" 
He beat on his chest and sobbed. 

“She ain't deserve to ever feel that. NEVER, NOT EVER! LAWD, 
WHY MY MAE! MY BOY AINT GON’ MAKE IT! WHERE MY 
SON, VEE, I NEED TO GET TO HIM." 

"We don't exactly know right now,” Vandivier responded. “We been 
trying to find him through the cauldron, but he either sleep . . . or—" 

"OR WHAT?" Mr. Jay said in panic. "No, I'm not gon’ let them 
take my boy." He resolutely walked toward the front door. "I want my 
son back here with me!" 

"I know, Jay. We need to get into contact with him first, though. He 
was supposed to use the spell we gave him to call us, but he never did." 

"I'm going back there myself," Mr. Jay announced. 

"You know you can't do that; you'd be dead in minutes. Yo soul too 
weak to step foot in the other realm." 

"I don't care, and y'all ain't gon leave him out there in that water 
like that," Mr. Jay insisted. 

"But his maw just died. You can't die too; that'll kill the boy,” 
Vandivier reasoned. “Look I'll go get em myself. Don't worry, I'll 
find out where he is and what's going on and get him back here. I'll 
leave tonight." 
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"Why you come lay this on me like this! Shit!" Uncle Boo slammed his 
cards down on the table in frustration. 

"I'm bad! I tried to tell ya! Ya won't listen to me. . . been hard- 
headed!" Sedora's uncle, Ronald Sr., taunted his younger brother 
Booboo, along white cigarette bouncing in his mouth as he spoke. 

"La'niece C'mere!" Ronald called out to a group of children who 
were running around in the upper royal garden while the men played. 

The first child who looked up was the one given the job. 

"Go turn up that Jukebox fa' me, baby." Denise, who had looked up 
first, ran into the palace and turned up the volume on the jukebox until 
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it blared. The men played the best funky tunes of the times, and it 
motivated their intense game of Spades. Sedora's family had by then 
become well acquainted with the palace. Everyone in the palace did 
what they loved to do, whether it was painting, eating, running singles, 
playing the piano, or taking tours to discover new places on the 
massive property. And for the oldest men of the family, playing spades 
was on their to-do list every day. 

The men had even brought out a large round table and placed it 
directly in the center of the garden. They played, drank, ate delec- 
tables, and "talked shit," as Kenny characterized their conversations 
into the wee hours of the morning. 

"Boy, I tell ya that white lady was some nervous when Dora had to 
tell 'ha ass off about taking S. Bonds outta here," Uncle Booboo said. 

Joe shuffled his cards and scoffed. "She shoulda been nervous; she a 
trickster. My wife don't appreciate sneaky, low down shit like that, and 
neither me!" 

"Boy, I tell ya, white folks love tricking a nigga! I don't know why 
y'all was surprised anyway. If a white lady come up to me and tell me 
the sky blue, then I know it’s orange," Ronald said. 

"Grean ain't even white. She tryna pass," Kenny said and hoisted 
his eyes. 

The men kept talking until Leola, Ronald's wife Jeannette, and 
Wallace's ex-wife Wilma-Rose came to check on them and grab the 
kids for lunch. 

"Kids! Come eat! It's time for lunch," Jeannette said sweetly. 

The kids looked at Jeannette and kept running around the garden, 
chasing a basketball. 

Uncle Booboo looked at his son Gregory through his glasses, which 
sat crookedly on his nose. Booboo was dark-skinned with a blemishless 
face. His skin was perfect, smooth, and soft, but his words were not. 

“AYE, JUNIOR, DONTCHU HEA YA MAMA CALLIN YA?” 

His son Gregory stopped running and shrugged his shoulders. 

"See, you got a beat down coming to you. Go carry ya ass on to that 
dining table, and don’t’cha move!" Booboo spat. 

"All y'all, get in there fo' I smack fire from somebody ass!" At this, 
the kids rushed into the house. 

Jeannette walked back in with the children. 
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"Damn, Boo, you ain't have to yell at Junior like that," Wilma-Rose 
said. 

"Wilma, I got to yell at his ignant ass. My boy likes to play with his 
maw, and he ain't bout to play with his maw with me living! That ain't 
happening. Mine gon’ be respected, and they gon’ give respect." 

"See, dat’s the problem with this family. Y'all don't know how to 
talk to nobody,” Wilma-Rose said. 

"Then why in the hell is you here with us?" Kenny said while 
playing his hand. He had just one spade and a hand full of red, so he 
knew he was about to lose everything he put in the game. 

I ain't playing with Boo cards no mo, Kenny thought. This negro be cheat- 
ing! This the third hand I got with no fucking spades. 

Wilma looked at Kenny and ducked close by his ear, "Cause I can 
be here! If you think Wallace don't want me here, you a fool and you 
bout to lose yo little game.” 

"Oh, don't go overvaluing ya-self, ocean cat! Everybody like free 
ass," Kenny replied. "And if ya looking for ya people, there they go!" 
Kenny pointed to some ducks floating in one of the garden's massive 
ponds. 

Everybody at the table started laughing. 

"Oh, I see you want to show your ass, Mister. Well, let me pull ya 
pants down a lil bit more. While you worrying about me, tell Leola 
what you were doing at Clara-Anne house two months ago." Wilma 
glared at Kenny. 

"What! Clara-Anne?"” Leola shouted. 

"YEAH! CLARA-ANNE,” Wilma said. “She's my good friend, and 
she told me all about her and Mister jokey joke over here. Now say I'm 
lying, Kenny." 

Kenny looked around the table. All the men had their heads down 
and had become very quiet. Kenny was waiting for one of them to cut 
in and change the subject. He had especially looked to Wallace, but 
Wallace had a smirk on his face that told Kenny he wouldn't find help 
there. 

Kenny blew air from his cheeks and slammed all his cards down. 
"T'm out." 

"And youse a lie," he said mildly, looking at Wilma and sipping his 
beer. 


Leola slapped the back of Kenny's head and stormed back into the 
palace. 

"Baby!" Kenny yelled. "That wouldn't nothing but one time," 
Kenny shouted as he followed after her. 

As Kenny entered the palace, he ran into Vandivier, who had a 
frantic expression on his face. 

"Where's Joe?" Kenny asked. 

"Joe... fellas ...put the kids up and get everybody to meet in the 
middle dining room on the second floor. We got to talk. Something 
terrible has happened.” 
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"Oh, that la'boy Claude wore me out last night. He stayed up all night 
long yall, wouldn't go to sleep no matter what I tried." Big Claude 
massaged Josephine’s shoulders as she complained about Baby Claude. 

"He just wanted to play," Big Claude responded. They sat on one 
side near the head of the long table in the middle dining room, a 
massive old mahogany table that could seat more than twenty adults. 

On the other side of Big Claude sat Aldora, who was holding an 
antsy Baby Claude. Baby Claude got to attend most of the grown-up 
meetings simply because Josephine didn't believe in older children 
watching younger children, even though the other parents in the 
family did. Directly across from Aldora and the others were Joe, Leola, 
and Kenny. 

Sedora sat at the head of the table. 

The rest of the table was occupied by other family members, who 
were chatting and laughing. 

"I said I wouldn't gon’ fool around with none of these women in 
this place, but at the club dat night I saw this one thang in some hot 
pants, rump shakin’ and looking good!" Sedora's young cousin 
proclaimed to the others seated near her. 

"Boy, I tell ya, they were on us like white on rice, calling us royalty. If 
you know like I know, we need to be making a way back there 
tonight!" 

"Alright, y'all quiet down," Vandivier directed, as he and Grean 
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walked into the dining room. Grean and Aldora stared each other 
down the way fresh enemies often do. 

"I thought I told her ass not to come around,” Aldora said loudly. 

"We called y'all hear today because there's been a tragedy. Armand . 

Sedora held her breath. 

".,.. his mother was killed by one of the seven deadly sins a few 
days ago." 

Sedora raised her hand to her mouth and looked at her mother. 

"Oh no, not Mrs. Mae!" Annette said. 

"That's terrible!" the room moaned. 

"My God! I knew Mrs. Mae. She was a sweet lady." Annette shook 
her head. "Jo, you remember Mrs. Mae?" 

"Yeah, Nett. I remember her." Josephine responded sadly. 

Vandivier continued: "So, I hate to say it, but our timeline has been 
cut short. They got to her, and they know about us all. And to keep 
everybody safe, we gon’ have to lock y'all down. No one goes in or out 
of the castle until we get a handle on this." 

"What's the plan?" Sedora asked. 

"We're working on dat,” Grean replied. 

"We need to get our maw maw Stella too,” little Michael said. “We 
need to get her out of there." 

"I thought y'all tried to get her to come and she wouldn't?" Grean 
asked. 

"Yeah, but we have to try again. She might be ready this time." 

Another of Mama Stella's grandchildren added, "Yeah, Vandivier, 
make sure you go get our grandma. Drag her out there if you got to. 
This ain't no game no more!" 

"No, we can't risk it,” Grean said. “We already have to go look for 
one person, and since Vandivier is going alone, I can't have him doing 
that much moving around." Grean shook her head to indicate her 
resolve. She knew her presence was unwanted in the palace because 
she had admitted responsibility for taking Sedora out of the castle and 
transforming her into a Queen, but she had come there today anyway 
in order to make sure the family understood the danger they were in. 
"Nobody in and nobody out until we says otherwise." 

"Aw Lawd, I'm scared!" someone yelled out. 
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The discussion sent the family into a small frenzy. They bombarded 
Vandivier with questions. He answered each one the best he could 
while frequently looking over at Sedora, who was now standing and 
leaned over the head of the table during the entire encounter. 

Her face appeared strained and sad. 

Vandivier could see that she had questions of her own, but he'd 
have to get her alone so that she could freely speak. 

Aldora got up from the table and marched toward Grean, who was 
also tackling questions. 

"Oh Lawd .. ." Joe said and followed behind his wife. 

As Aldora neared her, Grean straightened up and the two squared 
off. "Don't start with me," Grean said quickly. 

"I should kick yo ass,” Aldora replied. “You understood me real 
good when I said I didn't want to see you again and that I ain't want 
you round my people.” 

"Dora, I don't care for you no more than you care for me. But 
there's something you not seeing, and it’s gon’ end up hurting every- 
body in this room. NOBODY that's on your side knows more about 
this kingdom and the demons coming after y’all than me, and whether 
you like it or not, we got to work together." 

"Oh no, I understand that real well. But I also know you a snake, 
and you'll do anything to get what you want. Now, tell me what I need to 
do to protect my family, and then you can get the hell on." 

Grean cut her eyes at Aldora, and the two continued to go back 
and forth. 

Taking advantage of the fact that the two matriarchs were 
distracted with each other, Vandivier moved quickly to the back of the 
room to speak with Sedora. 

"I'm going back to New Orleans tonight, and I'm gon’ try to bring 
ya Granny and Armand back with me," he said. 

"Wait, Armand is in New Orleans?" Sedora asked in shock. 

"Yeah. He went there after his mom passed." 

"Oh God, we got to get them to the Bayou." 

"Yeah, but only if they agree to come, through. If they not ready 
when I'm ready to leave, I'm leaving them." 

"Can I come with you?” Sedora pled. “I can help." 

"No gal, that's what they want: for us to make a dumbass decision 


417 


THE KINGDOM ON THE BAYOU 


so they can corner and ambush you. I'm going to find him and your 
Granny myself and talk to them.” 

“But S. Bonds,” Vandivier added gravely, “New Orleans gon’ be 
crawling with demons, so if I don't make it back, Grean gon take care 
of you for sure." 
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Vandivier was the seventh child of twelve. Being wedged in the middle, 
he often had to force attention to himself by standing out from the 
others. 

An hour before he left for the other realm, Vandivier walked into 
the mysterious shop of Madeleine Adieu and went straight to a glass 
cabinet full of colored potions. 

"Old man... white child... Spanish gent . . ." He scrolled through 
the potion names, each of which described the disguise that one would 
be given after drinking that potion. The disguise included a full outfit, 
face, and body changes that could last for as long as 24 hours if another 
potion wasn’t digested in the meantime. 

"Skinny homeless man." Vandivier plucked a dark green potion 
from the shelf and chugged it down. He grabbed eight other colored 
potions to take with him. 

"T'll pay you when I make it back, ya hear," Vandivier shouted to 
the store clerk, who was sitting on the clock reading the latest issue of 
the "Bayou Times," the city's most trusted source of news. 

Vandivier walked out of the store and snapped his fingers. His body 
instantly sank into the sidewalk like sand. Five minutes later, he reap- 
peared on a Bourbon Street sidewalk with a tin can in his hand. He was 
missing several teeth from his mouth and smelled as if he hadn't 
bathed in days. 

"Hey baby, you got twenty cents?" he asked as people passed him 
by. Vandivier looked down Bourbon Street and saw several disguised 
demons. 

He got up and limped toward the end of the block in the direction 
of Canal Street. Along the way he passed a Spanish woman, who was 
wearing teal blue eyeshadow and red lipstick. She sniffed at him and 
stepped into the middle of the road to stare. 
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Vandivier kept limping. He felt her stare and then that of another, 
and then ten pairs of eyes. 

Don't turn around, he kept thinking to himself, as their eyes burned 
a hole in his back. At last Vandivier turned around and saw at least fifty 
people staring at him. Alarmed, he broke into a run and reached canal 
street in under a minute. 

He stopped a cab by jumping in front of the car, then ran to its side 
and slid quickly into the back seat. 

"Here! Let's go—hurry!" 

Vandivier pulled a small crystal ball out of his pocket and waved his 
hand over it. 

"Come on, come on..." he hurried the ball, hoping it would give 
him a reading instead of showing black clouds as it did when it couldn't 
get a connection. 

While the cab driver raced down the street, an image of Armand 
appeared in the ball, with a street name as well. 

"Take me cross the river!" Vandivier yelled to the driver, looking 
out the cab windows in fear. 
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Vandivier opened his hand and released an invisible energy wave that 
picked the lock to the front door of Armand's Aunt Mary's house. As 
soon as Vandivier walked into the dark house, he saw Armand lying on 
the couch, fast asleep. 

Vandivier sat down in a chair and called Armand's name. 

"Rex!" he said in the dark. 

Armand opened his eyes and jumped up. 

"It's me, Vandivier. I'm in disguise." 

"What you doing in my aunt's house!" Armand demanded in a 
forced whisper. 

"T came to warn ya. I know we ain't been on the best of terms, but 
you can't stay here. You got to come with me right now... or you gon’ 
get ya aunt and everybody else you fool with killed." 

Armand didn't answer. 

"The same people who killed your mama... most likely followed 
you here." 


THE KINGDOM ON THE BAYOU 


"Why would they choose my mama and me?” Armand asked. “I 
don't get it. It don't make no sense." 

"They chose you cause the devil want everybody that was close to 
Madina before she died to suffer until we give them the kingdom back. 
Since you were her man, you almost number one on that list." 

Armand shook his head but stayed quiet. He had no words that 
could explain how rotten he felt on the inside. 

"When the funeral?" Vandivier asked. 

"Saturday." 

"Where it's gon’ be at?" 

"At New Baptist, my mamas' church in the city." 

"Two days from now,” Vandivier calculated, “that's a lot of time, 
space, and opportunity for you to not make it to the funeral. I think 
you just need to come back with me, right now." 

"IT can't leave. I got to help my family plan the service. If they gon’ 
come for me, let’?em come." 

Vandivier shook his head at Armand’s stubbornness. 

"Everybody say that until they come, you know? This is bigger than 
you. They'll kill everybody you ever loved, not just Mae." 

"Well, I mean it.” Armand insisted. 

"We'll see. Do y'all need any help burying her?" 

"I don't know. My aunts been handling everything, but they said 
Ma didn't have insurance, so they trying to come up with the money." 

"Don't worry about that,” Vandivier assured, “I'll go down there 
and take care of the fees." 

"No. You ain't got to do that. I'll get the money." 

"Man, pride and poor don't go together. That's like oil and water. . . 
. I'll see you at the funeral." Vandivier stood up to go, then continued, 
"And your daddy said you need to come back with me, and I agree. 
You think about that." Vandivier walked out of the house and felt as if 
eyes were on the back of his head again. 

And indeed they were. Standing on the roof of Armand’s aunt 
Mary’s house looking down at him was Baron. 

Feeling the presence of evil, Vandivier looked up into Baron's eyes, 
which were so filled with hatred that they had bursts of red spewing 
from them like the sun. 

“Shit!” Vandivier exclaimed and turned to run, but the devil's 
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messenger, Emile, was now standing directly in his path. Wearing a 
dark gray suit and black dress shoes, Emile calmly held forth a red 
envelope. 

"I have a proposition for you," Emile said, smiling grimly. 
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"Grean, I just saw Baron," Vandivier said into his watch as he paced 
around a closed hardware shop he'd just broken into. 

"And you still alive?" Grean said, surprised. 

"I'm just as shocked as you that he ain't kill me." 

"Goodness, they found you fast!" "What did Baron say to ya?" 
Grean asked. 

Vandivier hesitated. "Not much," he lied. "Something's going down, 
though. They know where Armand is at and had me for sho’, but they 
didn't kill neither one of us yet " 

"Yeah, that is strange that he waitin’. I know we wouldn't.” 

"I don't like it, Grean. I need to get Armand and Mama Stella, and 
get back under that shield. I'm giving it two days." 
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S edora breathed heavily in the dark, trying to find a reason to 

submit to sleep. She thought about what would happen five 
hours from now and looked at the window at the painted bayou moon. 
Smoothing her nightgown, she pulled the covers over her head. 

The day had overwhelmed her physically. She was also worried, so 
much so that she couldn’t attain even a moment of peace, which meant 
a seizure was coming. 

Sedora slipped herself out of bed and wandered around the Iris in the 
dark, trying to keep her body calm. She wandered out of the roomand 
into the hallway, where she was able to breathe more naturally. 

She walked down the hallways one after another, very slowly. She 
didn't know where she was going. She just needed to move and breathe 
fresher air. 

Sedora moved until she ended up at a familiar dead end, the 
corridor with the secret room that had a mural of a child in it. She 
touched the wall and was taken into the chamber immediately. 

"They're lit," Sedora said to herself in shock, noticing that all the 
candles in the room were lit this time. She sat on the floor and looked 
around. The room had to be the smallest in the palace. It was tight and 
made Sedora feel safe because of how little it was. 
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She stared at the mural of the beautiful child and whispered a song 
she'd never heard before. 

She felt a breeze brush her hair as she whispered. Then a petite 
voice spoke from behind her. "Where have you been?" Sedora turned 
and saw a light pink ghost behind her. 

The ghost was carrying a doll and rubbing her eyes. 

"What?" Sedora said. "Who are you?" 

The ghost stopped rubbing her eyes and looked at Sedora. 

"I'm Madeleine,” she said, pointing to the mural on the wall. 


ob 


The swamp on the east side of the Bayou's river was dismal. 

"Be careful," it whispered, but not because of any concern for your 
safety as you traveled over volcanic pits of mud, quicksand and the 
abodes of eye-less creatures banished from the prime side of the 
Bayou. No, it whispered this because it wanted you to think it wasn't 
your time to go. But hearing the warning meant you'd never get out. 

"Be careful,” it whispered, only so you would realize too late that 
there were no sweet nostalgic memories to be made ahead. Nothing 
that met it escaped an early death. Even nature suffered on the east 
side of the river’s banks. The woods were full of trees that were cut in 
half, not at the waist, but from the top of the tree, down the middle, 
like a body split from head to ass. 

The eastern swamp was sick. It always had been, but it had sickened 
even more while holding Madina. Even the strange phenomenon of 
split trees began in the forest the night after Madina's body was stored 
there, and by now nearly every tree was cracked wide open. More than 
three dozen guards watched Madina and had monitored the spread of 
the sickness. They switched shifts every three hours and often gave a 
report of her activity and that of the woods. Half of them believed that 
she could move freely, and the other half believed she was just full of 
death twitches, like a snake whose body moved without its head. 

Some of them were so sure she was dead they touched her, a 
formerly forbidden act. Some of them even punched her breathing 
carcass and expressed aloud their loathing of her. Others, like Ralph, 
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just watched Madina and did their job without hesitation or 
complaint. At 8:00 a.m., Ralph was to be relieved by James, an old, 
seasoned Tramp. James was a man who minded timing. At exactly 8:01, 
he was standing in Madina's dark chamber. 

James held his breath. 

"Ralph!" he said. He saw Ralph was chained where Madina had 
been. Her body was lying flat on the floor, wheezing. Ralph was 
missing both eyes, and his jaw appeared to be broken. 

"OH FUCK NO!" James yelled out. He ran out of the chamber and 
slammed the door behind him. He glanced down the wet house under- 
neath the boiling swamp, which resembled a dark boiler room, and 
tried to calm himself. 

He looked at his wrist and phoned Grean, shaking. 

"GREAN, SHE KILT RALPH! SHE UP... GET HERE! I AIN’T 
GOING BACK UP IN THERE!" 


ny 


Armand sat on the toilet in his aunts' bathroom, trying to clear his 
mind. Since his mother's death, every organ within him felt displaced, as 
if it was shifted left, right, up, and down. He didn’t have the energyto 
put his inner pieces back where they belonged. 

DING, he heard the doorbell rang. Armand stood up, flushed the 
toilet, and pulled up his shorts. At the sink, he looked into the mirror, 
a broken man. 

"Hello again; sorry for your loss," he heard a man speak in the 
living room. It was Sorrento, the detective. 

"Is he here?" Sorrento asked. 

"Yes, he is,” Armand’s Aunt Mary answered, “but he is not well." 

"Well, I'd like to speak to him. I need to get a statement.” 

Armand walked out of the bathroom and started to turn away from 
the visitor, but not quickly enough. 

"Good morning! I'm Detective Sorrento. I'm the lead detective on 
your mama's case." Sorrento briskly walked past Aunt Mary and 
approached Armand. He was wearing his police uniform and a sharp 
black police hat. 
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"Can we talk? I know you've been gone for more than a week. I just 
want to get a statement from you." 

Armand scratched his head."Who are you again?" he asked. His 
Aunt Mary was standing behind the Detective waiting to see if 
Armand would respond. He hadn't been doing much talking or staying 
awake since he'd been at her house. 

"Detective Sorrento." 

"Oh,” Armand said. “Well, I. . . I don't have nothing to say." 
Armand walked past Sorrento and sat on the couch, gathered the edge of 
a thin sheet in his hand, and pulled it over his head. 

"That's it?" Sorrento asked, turning to Aunt Mary. 

"He won't talk to me neither. His mama was his world; he can't 
take this." 

"Yeah." Sorrento stepped over and snatched the cover from 
Armand's head. 

Armand sat up and stared at the detective with fire in his eyes. His 
chest heaved up and down rapidly, and his fists were clenched. 

"There he is,” Sorrento said sarcastically. “Look, I just want to talk, 
man, then I'll be on my way." Without waiting for Armand’s response, 
Sorrento pressed ahead with the interview. "Where you been?” he 
asked. 

Armand looked at his Aunt Mary and snatched the sheet back from 
the police officer. 

"Boy’s fucking feisty," Sorrento laughed. 

Armand stood up and started walking to Aunt Mary's room. 

"Come on, you mean to tell me you been gone for all this time, and 
you show back up in town right after your mama die. Sounds coinci- 
dental to me," Sorrento surmised. 

Armand stopped walking. "What the fuck you just say to me?" he 
lifted his lip. 

Aunt Mary nervously tried to intervene. "Oh, okay . . . go, just go, 
Sir! He not ready to talk." 

"Oh yeah,” Sorrento continued. “What kinda son would have yo 
mama and aunties looking for yo ass up and down New Orleans, 
wasting our time, when you was alive the whole time. Maybe the story 
they told me wasn't all the way right. I think you ran off... with Leon 
and Joe." 
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Armand's expression shifted. He looked shocked. 

"Hmmph, I knew it,” Sorrento said triumphantly. "All y'all was 
somehow together. Negroes don't just run away; they can't afford it!" 
Sorrento laughed. 

Armand rushed at the officer, but his aunt quickly stepped between 
them. 

Sorrento placed his hand on his gun. 

"Baby, stop, he just trying to upset ya,” Aunt Mary said to 
Armand. Then she turned on the detective. "Leave my house!" she 
demanded. 

"Listen to ya auntie, boy. And when you talk to Leon, .. . Kenny, or 
whatever he going by these days, tell him I'm gon’ hunt him down like 
a rabid dog,.” 

"Y'all have a good day now." Sorrento tipped his hat and walked 
out of Aunt Mary's house. 


ny 


Grean walked through Madina's chamber with Emery at her side. 

"Tell me, what is this? You said she would be bound! Does she look 
bound to you!" Grean shouted. 

"She did all of this?" Emery said. He walked to the once impene- 
trable wall that had held Madina and saw the chains had been yanked 
from the root of the wall. 

He saw Ralph, a loyal Tramp, suspended in the air, dead, and 
tortured. 

"HOW, EMERY?" 

Emery faced Grean. 

"This is one of the strongest spells ever created,” he said. “It 
wouldn't simply do this. There must be something we're missing. 
When did this start?" 

Grean shook her head and thought. 

"I need you to tell me every day she's done this. Every day she's 
moved," Emery insisted. 

"When we brought her here the night she died,” Grean said, “she 
was a breathing corpse. She first moved on last Tuesday." 

"Hm, Tuesday . .. did anything significant happen?" 
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Grean nodded. "Yeah, it was the day of the night parade. The day 
Sedora became Queen." 

"And last night, she moved again? Did you all have another 
ceremony?" 

"No, we've locked down Sedora's family. They can't do much of 
anything right now." 

"We're missing something then,” Emery concluded. "I have to go 
do some research, but I'll call you when I figure out what this is. And 
Grean, until we know, I wouldn't allow anyone back in the chamber." 


ob 


Expertly wielding a broom with ragged, dark blonde hair, Mama Stella 
aggressively swept her front porch while listening to gospel music on a 
record player. 

Vandivier watched her from the opposite side of the street and 
wondered how he should approach her. Before leaving the hardware 
store that he had slept in the night before, he drank the potion of a 
little woman, no taller than 5' 2”, who wore a hot hat and a multi- 
colored moo-moo. His disguise also came with a white purse. 

"Ole' lady look tougher than nails," he said to himself before step- 
ping off the sidewalk to cross the street. 

"Who you?" Mama Stella said as Vandivier approached her. She 
kept sweeping and never gave Vandivier her eyes. 

"Good morning, sorry to seem like I'm spying. I know your daugh- 
ter, Aldora. She sent me here to... come get you." 

Mama Stella suddenly gripped the middle of the broom and 
pointed the tip at Vandivier like a sword. 

"Aw no sucka! Get from round here! Get away!" 

Vandivier backed up. "Ma'am I'm here to help ya!" 

"No ya not, ya lying devil! My Dora wouldn't send nobody here 
for me." 

"Hold on a second, I'll show you," Vandivier said. He checked 
around him and raised his wrist to his face. He then tapped the black 
glass ball watch on his hand until his finger pierced the glass. The dial 
flickered, then started to ring. 

Mama Stella stared at him skeptically. 
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"Hey, General. How it's looking over there," a Tramp answered. 

"Where Dora'nem?” Vandivier replied. “Go get her for me; her 
mama needs to talk with her." 

"She right here. They outside playing hopscotch with these chirren. 
DORA!" the Tramp called. "Telephone!" 

Moments later Aldora's face appeared in the glass ball watch. 

"Who is dat?” Aldora asked. 

"It's me, Dora. Gal, talk to ya mama. She ‘bout to hit me with a 
broom!" 

"Mama!" Aldora called. 

Vandivier came closer to the steps. Mama Stella peered cautiously 
into the watch. 

"Dora, is dat you?" 

"Yes, Ma. You got to come out dat house. The boy Netty’nem 
know, Armand . . . his mama just died the other day. He was caught up 
in all this too, was messin’ with the lady dat killed S. Bonds, and they 
killed his mama. They murdered dat woman. It's bad, Ma, I was gon’ 
leave you alone, but I can't let you stay in dat house. I just can’t." 

Mama Stella looked at Vandivier, and then again at the watch. 
"Dora, I don't want to leave my house, na. Dat ain't something I'm 
gon’ do." 

"Ma, it's just a house. It's gon’ be there when you get back. This is 
just for a while until we get a handle on things." 

"Right," Vandivier added in support. 

"Where are y’all even at, Dora?" 

"We in New Orleans ... same as you... but in a different way. We 
ain't far at all, just not near." 

"I don't know, I ain't gon’ be strong-armed by nobody. Let me think 
about it.” 

Mama Stella started swishing her broom around the porch again, 
dusting dirt and spirits from around her. 

"Don't think long, ma'am. I'll be leaving come Saturday . . . dat’s 
tomorrow." 

"I know when Saturday is. Come check around here, and I'll see 
how I'm feeling." 


eb 
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Emery closed his eyes, frustrated with having found no answers. He 
had rummaged through books and scrolls for hours examining every 
reference to the Anchor’s Curse he could find, but he had come across 
no explanation for Madina's mysterious movements. 

What is this?! he demanded, trying to will his mind to an answer, but 
the only response was I don't know! I don't know! I don't know! 

Then, for no apparent reason, a memory settled on his mind like a 
loving mother would on the edge of her child's bed. 

"Where is the scariest place you've ever been?" Emery's father had 
asked him years ago when Emery was only ten years old. 

"My closet. When you punish me," Emery had answered. 

"And why does that scare you?” Emery's father had asked. Emery's 
father had been a tall, lean man who wore thick glasses and labor 
garments too big for his slender frame. 

"It's scary cause it's cold. The floors are hard, and it’s so dark." 

Emery's father had bobbed his head confidently and led his son to 
his room. There, he had opened the closet door, letting the darkness 
and cold air pour out. 

"We'll build your lab here. Go in there and find your power." 

Thinking of the memory, Emery could recall the fear he had felt of 
the closet, of the demons he knew he could not see in the dark, and of 
the responsibility that lay on his head from his father. 

"Go in there, and when you come out, you'll be a sorcerer, the most 
powerful in the world," his father’s words echoed in Emery’s mind. 

Still in his memory but in more than just memory, barefoot and afraid, 
Emery picked up his books and went into the closet. He'd learned to see 
words in the dark and had bewitched all his books so that the letters rose 
above the pages and floated in the air at eye level like stars. Millions of 
words swarmed before him, his eyes rapidly passing over each one. 

"The tormentor. . ." His eyes caught the words written on a scroll 
by a sorcerer in 1922. 


"...is well-tempered .. ." The phrase came from a 25,000-page 
book of curses, called Pwazon. 
"... only when unprovoked . . ." He recalled the words of an 


unpublished manuscript he had read just hours earlier, a manuscript 
written by his father before he was killed by Madina. 
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The tormentor is we! -tempered only when unprovoked. Emery allowed his 
mind to digest the words. 
Suddenly, he jumped up and ran out of the room. 


ob 


It was the dark side of the day, once again. Sedora closed her eyes and 
pretended to be full of exhaustion. Yet, she could hardly wait for 
everyone to fall asleep in the palace so she could sneak out of the Iris. 
Luckily, everyone had their own rooms, but on some nights, Annette 
slept in the Iris with Sedora and their mother. 

At exactly 1:00 a.m. Sedora left the room, a little earlier than she 
had on the previous nights. She was carrying something special in her 
hands, a request from her newest acquaintance. Sedora slid down the 
hallways, excited by the rush of a secret only she and the heavens 
knew. 

She reached the wall of the secret room and stepped inside. 

Madeleine was waiting. She was wearing a sugary light pink dress 
that fit her pink blushed soul well. Her outfit never changed. 

She ran to Sedora and squeezed her around the waist, looking up 
with a smile that showed her lost teeth. 

"Hey." Sedora chuckled and cuddled Madeleine back. "Here, I 
brought you some oranges." Sedora presented a little white dish full of 
cut oranges. She had requested them from the kitchen at dinner. 

Madeleines' eyes slanted at both ends, but then turned large and 
darling all over. 

"Thank you, Mommy,” she giggled excitedly. 

She joyfully swung all four of her long ghostly pigtails. 

"No, I'm not your mama, Madeleine. I told you dat.” 

"Yes huh, you just don't ‘member,”" Madeleine said, shaking her 
head. Her eyes became a little misty, as the thought of her mother 
forgetting her hurt Madeleine. She'd waited so long for her mother to 
find her. 

Sedora thought about Madina. She knew Madeleine was Madina's 
daughter. The emerald green eyes they shared made Sedora feel chilly 
every time she looked at Madeleine. 
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I don't want to te! her, she's too young, Sedora thought, electing against 
telling Madeleine that her mother was a monster. 

Madeleine ate one of the oranges. 

Sedora watched her chew the orange while she bounced a ghostly 
doll around on the floor. 

"What happened to you? How'd you get in there?" Sedora pointed 
to the mural of Madeleine. 

Madeleine shrugged her shoulders and kept playing. Then she ate the 
last orange and burped. 

“Aw, I want more,” Madeleine pouted. "I'm so hungry," she whined, 
sliding her smile into a mope. 

"Don't be sad, Madeleine. I'll go get you some more, as much as 
you want." Sedora got up from the floor. 

"Why's... why's can't I come? You leave me so long dat I dunno 
when you comin’ back, and 1. . ...get scared!" Madeleine started to cry. 
She brought her fingers to her face and patted her tears with her 
hands. 

"Madeleine. I'm sorry, I don't mean to make you scared.” She held 
the child’s hand and looked into her weary face. 

Madeleine was antsy, and though she was accustomed to staying in 
small spaces alone, her child soul wanted to stretch its legs, run 
around, and be the kid she still was, though dead. 

Lawd, I don't even know if Madeleine can leave this room, but she's going 
to be so hurt if I don't try, Sedora thought. 

"Okay, let's try and see if we can take a walk." 

Sedora placed one hand through the wall while holding onto 
Madeleine's wrist with the other. She passed through the wall and was 
able to pull Madeleine through as well. 


ob 


"GET AWAY FROM THAT CHILD!" Emery shouted. 

Madeleine ducked behind Sedora's long legs and winced. 

"Wh— Why?" Sedora asked in shock. 

"MOVE! Get away!" Emery repeated his demand, then turned to 
Grean. 

“THE TORMENTOR IS WELL-TEMPERED ONLY WHEN 
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UNPROVOKED!" Emery quoted aloud. "This is the provocation, 
Grean. This is why she's moving. THAT'S MADELEINE, MADI-NA'S 
CHILD, HER ONLY CHILD There is no one else in the 
world powerful enough to make her soul resist a curse of this measure." 

"HER CHILD?" Grean exclaimed. She raised a hand to her chest 
as her heart skipped three beats. 

"Yes. The rumors _ they are true. Madina's child was murdered 
many years ago. We tried everything to bring Madeleine back to life, to 
bring her here . . . but we never could. Oh no, no, no, no," Emery 
sobbed. 

"WE'RE THROUGH" he said with dismay. 

Grean’s glass ball watch suddenly started to ring. She shook her 
head at Sedora and flipped the lid of her watch. 

"GREAN! WE'RE TRAPPED, HELP US, WE AIN'T GON 
MAKE IT!” a Tramp screamed in terror, while others wailed in the 
background. “TELL—” 

Without notice, the call disconnected. 

"Grean, I thought you kept everybody from the chambers .. . 
didn’t you have soldiers down there?" Emery asked. 

"No... They were guarding the woods. No one was in the chamber. 
She must have.......found them." 

"You mean she's awake?!" Emery gasped and ran out of the hallway. 

Grean cut her eyes at Sedora, the realization dawning on her. 
Grean’s feet slowly lifted from the ground and her eyes whitened as she 
pointed at Sedora. 

In a cold, demon-like, distorted voice Grean asked, "What have 
you done?" 
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